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‘Edinburgh Studies in Islamic Art’ is a venture that offers readers 
easy access to the most up-to-date research across the whole range 
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Edinburgh University Press in publishing books on the Islamic world, 
it is a forum for studies that, while closely focused, also open wide 
horizons. Books in the series, for example, concentrate in an acces-
sible way, and in clear, plain English, on the art of a single century, 
dynasty or geographical area; on the meaning of works of art; on a 
given medium in a restricted time frame; or on analyses of key works 
in their wider contexts. A balance is maintained as far as possible 
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Note on Transliteration and Names

The range of options available for the transliteration of place names 
and buildings for a work of this nature are seemingly endless. The 
original Arabic, Persian and Turkic names have often gone through 
Russian and then into either Uzbek or Kazakh prior to English. 
Diacriticals have been avoided as they are not needed by the special-
ist and are of little use to the general reader. The shift from the use of 
‘a’ to ‘o’ in Uzbek has been largely avoided, but for place names the 
most current has generally been used, in part to aid those who may 
wish to use this volume as a guide book, with alternative or earlier 
names also given when relevant. For the most part, the Arabic and 
Persian inscriptions are transcribed as they appear, along with an 
English translation, with transliteration avoided. The research draws 
on sources in a wide range of languages, including Russian, Kazakh 
and Uzbek, alongside German, French, Turkish and English texts, 
and it is possible that some inconsistencies have crept in, for which 
apologies are made.





Introduction

It was during the final stages of my doctoral research at the 
University of Edinburgh, examining the development of Rum Seljuq 
architecture,1 that I came across an image of the original section of 
brick strapwork decoration on the façade of the tomb of Nasr ibn 
‘Ali in Uzgend. I subsequently received funding from the university 
to travel to Kyrgyzstan in order to study the surviving Qarakhanid 
monuments in Uzgend, Safid Buland and Balasaghun. From this 
trip grew a project to reassess the surviving corpus of buildings and 
examine the increasing volume of archaeological material from the 
region. The award of a three-year post-doctoral research fellowship 
from the Leverhulme Trust allowed me to conduct this project in 
full. The aims of this book are to present the individual monuments 
in close detail, and to integrate the study of Qarakhanid architecture 
into the architectural and cultural context of the wider region of 
Central Asia and eastern Iran in the period from the late tenth to the 
early thirteenth centuries.

This interdisciplinary volume uses a range of methodologies, but 
in essence the overall approach taken is to return to first principles, 
and the primary aim is to provide as detailed a study as possible of all 
of the surviving monuments in the corpus. Whilst all the buildings 
covered have been published somewhere over the last century and 
a half, for the most part they are quite poorly documented and the 
material is widely dispersed throughout the huge body of scholarship 
produced during the Soviet period. Much of the work is admirable, 
if hard to find, but in many cases it is hidebound by the nationalist 
methodologies enforced by the authorities from the 1920s onwards. 
This nationalist paradigm has only intensified since the establish-
ment of the post-Soviet republics in the region. One aspect of this 
study is to move away from the anachronistic nationalist approach to 
monuments that were built under the aegis of a decentralised dynasty 
whose territory now falls within the boundaries of Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Afghanistan and China.2

While the term Qarakhanid is far from perfect in the context of 
the study of architecture, referring as it does to a disparate and still 
relatively poorly understood dynasty whose members were often 
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vassals of other regional powers, it encompasses a broadly definable 
region within which there is a distinctive corpus of monuments.3 
This diverse group of buildings share a number of decorative motifs 
which were not generally used, especially together, on other regional 
or dynastic categories of buildings. While it is clearly a dynastic 
term, in the context of architecture it can be employed to define 
the regional style which developed in the lands over which the 
various members of the family ruled in the eleventh and twelfth 
centuries. Naturally, the style did not end with the last Qarakhanid 
ruler in 1212, indeed, it can be seen to have had a major impact on 
the architectural style which emerged under the Timurids in the 
late fourteenth century. However, it clearly emerged as a result of 
Qarakhanid patronage, although almost certainly drawing, in part at 
least, on earlier Samanid practices. To show the imprecise nature of 
the term, one only need cite the example of the minaret in Vabkent 
which was erected at the behest of the Burhanid sadr between 1196/7 
and 1197/8, who was at that time under nominal Qara Khitai rule,4 
but is entirely Qarakhanid in style.

I have aimed to combine a forensic examination of the details of 
the buildings with a broad regional overview of monumental archi-
tectural developments in the period of study in order to understand 
which elements are unique, and which form part of the wider eastern 
Islamic style of brick building. The success or otherwise of this use 
of micro analysis as evidence for macro observations remains for you 
the reader to judge.

This Introduction concludes with a brief historical overview of the 
Qarakhanid dynasty, and is followed by a summary of the little that 
is known about the preceding Samanid architecture in Chapter One. 
Chapter Two examines the earliest major dated surviving monument 
of the Qarakhanids, the tomb of Shah Fazl in Safid Buland, located 
at the far northeastern end of the Farghana valley. Chapter Three 
examines the development of the style over time through the study 
of three connected tombs in Uzgend, with dates of construction 
spanning from the early eleventh century to the late twelfth century. 
This is followed in Chapter Four by a detailed analysis of three of the 
main Qarakhanid-era structures in Bukhara and its immediate envi-
rons, while Chapter Five comprises a study of the surviving minarets 
in the region. Chapter Six is focused on establishing the distinctive 
characteristics of Qarakhanid architecture through a combination 
of specific case studies and more general observations of particular 
styles and motifs found across the corpus. The chapter also addresses 
the long-term contribution that the architectural developments 
which emerged during the period of study had on later building tradi-
tions in the region, especially that of the Timurids. Having examined 
most of the main monuments, Chapter Seven consists of a detailed 
study of the epigraphy found across the corpus, and how it relates to 
the styles employed on contemporary coinage of the Qarakhanids. 
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The final chapter examines the broader process of urban expansion 
which took place under Qarakhanid rule, including an overview of 
some of the increasingly large volume of archaeological evidence 
from across the region.

Despite the very limited number of surviving monuments, the 
Qarakhanids were major patrons of architecture across a large 
portion of Central Asia over the course of two centuries, especially 
in the major cities of Bukhara and Samarkand. There is a multi-
tude of reasons for the limited survival of monuments built under 
their patronage. Numerous large earthquakes over the course of 
the last millennium have taken their toll. The major building pro-
gramme under the Timurids is known to have resulted in the loss 
of a Qarakhanid madrasa in Samarkand, but it can be assumed that 
many other unrecorded buildings were also destroyed during the 
same period. Palaces rarely outlasted their patron, but buildings such 
as mosques and tombs tend to survive as they remained in use over 
long periods of time.

There was limited investment in the preservation of Islamic 
monuments during the period of imperial Russian rule of Turkistan 
from the mid-nineteenth century onwards, and what little there was 
often involved a shift from religious to scientific significance.5 Many 
monuments survived into the early twentieth century, but the vast 
scale of the systematic destruction of Islamic monuments that took 
place in the first two decades of Soviet rule in the region has a large 
part to play in the limited size of the surviving corpus. In Bukhara 
alone, there were 360 mosques in 1917, but by 1940 just thirty-five 
buildings were deemed worthy of preservation, of which only four 
were mosques, along with two tombs.6 Alongside this process of 
destruction, the restoration and repair of a number of the monu-
ments which were deemed to be of historical significance took place, 
at which point they were stripped of any religious context or use, due 
in part to the association between Islam and feudalism made by the 
Soviet state.7

Although there was an inherent paradox in the desire to preserve 
monuments which were associated with religion, the preservation of 
Islamic architecture was a stated goal of the government in the early 
years of Soviet rule in Central Asia, from 1917 to 1924. However, the 
rhetoric of preservation clashed with the reality of a shortage of per-
sonnel and a lack of funding.8 Later, under Stalin, involvement in the 
process of restoration could be fraught with danger, with accusations 
of being a reactionary made against individuals promoting the resto-
ration of historic monuments. In 1930, the Uzcomstaris was created 
to protect, study and restore historic buildings in Uzbekistan, but 
by 1943 it had been dissolved and Umnikov, the former head of its 
predecessor Turkcomstaris,9 had been arrested and exiled.10

The national delimitation of the Central Asian republics began in 
1924, and after 1932 separate republican preservation committees 
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were set up. During this period there was a reduction in the levels 
of cooperation between the new republics, and a concomitant drive 
towards the creation of separate ethnocentric national histories.11 
This nationalist approach continues in the post-Soviet period, and 
is part of the reason that until recently there has not been a major 
monograph on Qarakhanid architecture12 amidst the huge volume of 
scholarship on both the region in general and individual structures 
in particular. Such a book requires the integrated study of monu-
ments across all the Central Asian republics, as well as making refer-
ence to related structures in Iran and Afghanistan. This approach 
undermines the desire for separate ethnic and nationalist identities 
which emerged under Stalin, and which led to the establishment of 
ahistorical and anachronistic paradigms for the study of the region.

Apart from the Aulie Ata Tomb in the centre of Taraz, which was 
photographed in the late nineteenth century prior to its destruction 
in the twentieth century,13 there are no clear records of what was 
lost during the upheavals of the first half of the twentieth century. 
However, it seems safe to assume that numerous other structures 
from the period of Qarakhanid rule were demolished. The largest 
lacunae from the corpus are mosques, of which little survives in 
anything other than an archaeological context, with the exception 
of the Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque portal in Bukhara, and the less 
securely dated Diggaron mosque at Hazara, near Samarkand.14 The 
scale of the loss to the corpus is almost unimaginable, and certainly 
unknowable. A significant number of cities are known only from 
brief textual references or the mint names on coins, all of which 
would almost certainly have had a Friday mosque, as well as tombs, 
minarets, palaces, baths and neighbourhood mosques, in addition to 
extensive residential areas.

As one of the least known, yet largest and most important dynas-
ties in medieval Central Asia during the eleventh and early twelfth 
centuries, the Qarakhanids are worthy of far more recognition and 
understanding than they have received. The aim here is to use the 
remaining structures, primarily funerary, alongside a number of 
minarets and other structures to attempt to better understand their 
scope, ambition and aesthetic. The study of the Qarakhanids is an 
exercise in the uncovering of problems rather than solutions for the 
most part. In regard to the architecture of the period, the extremely 
limited survivals from the preceding period of Samanid rule makes 
assertions regarding Qarakhanid-period innovations problematic 
at best, but a number of hypotheses are laid out in the following 
chapters.

A variety of methodological approaches are employed, combining 
geographical, typological and stylistic analysis of surviving structures 
which can be associated, either through their decoration or their 
inscriptions, with Qarakhanid patronage. In addition, archaeological 
evidence, and a few buildings know to have existed, and documented 
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to a greater or lesser extent but now lost, will be brought into the 
debate to provide a somewhat broader corpus upon which to base the 
arguments and hypotheses proposed in the following chapters.

The politico-historical context, while suggestive of flux and 
instability, does not preclude there having been a coherent body of 
skilled craftsmen working in a distinctive regional mode. Indeed, 
the seemingly dizzying array of rulers and titles,15 while taxonomi-
cally confusing, provided fertile ground for regular patronage of elite 
architecture within the Qarakhanid milieu. As new figures rose to 
prominence through the course of the twelfth century, regardless of 
their acceptance of Seljuq or Qara Khitai vassalage, they patronised 
numerous monumental structures, and the surviving examples show 
that a dynamic and innovative regional style emerged.

From the nineteenth century onwards, several of the surviving 
Qarakhanid monuments began to be recorded, with the first survey of 
the Ribat-i Malik conducted by Butenev and Bogoslovskii in 1841 and 
1842.16 Following the Bolshevik victory in Turkistan, and through-
out the period between the two World Wars, increasing numbers 
of scholars began to pay attention to the monuments across the 
region, including addressing the restoration of buildings.17 Deniké’s 
landmark Arkhitekturnye Ornament Srednei Azii (Architectural 
Ornament of Central Asia) was published in 1939, and although it 
covers the broader corpus of Islamic monuments in the region, most 
of the major Qarakhanid monuments are addressed.18 There was 
an increased focus on inscriptions in the years following the Great 
Patriotic War (the Second World War), with Yakubovskiy publishing 
the inscriptions on the Jalal al-Din Husayn Tomb in Uzgend in 1947 
in Epigrafika Vostoka (Eastern Epigraphy).19 Subsequent editions of 
the journal featured studies of other Qarakhanid inscriptions, includ-
ing the work of Masson, as well as Nastich and Kochnev.20

Nil’sen’s 1956 volume describing the monuments of the Bukharan 
Oasis datable to the eleventh and twelfth centuries remains the most 
authoritative study, despite the passing of over half a century.21 More 
recent publications which build on Nil’sen’s work on the Bukharan 
monuments include the study of the Ribat-i Malik by Nemtseva,22 
Nekrassova’s article on the Chashma-i Ayyub mazar portal in 
Khayrabatcha,23 and O’Kane’s work on the minaret in Vabkent.24

With regard to the wider corpus, Chmelnitzkii gives the best over-
view of the surviving monuments in the first volume of his 4-book 
series on the architecture of Central Asia from the eleventh to the 
thirteenth centuries, published in 1996.25 More recently, Imankulov 
has published one of the first books devoted solely to the monu-
ments of the Qarakhanids, which is well illustrated but does not deal 
with the wider context or the corpus of inscriptions.26

Virtually every major figure in the pantheon of great Soviet 
archaeologists who worked in Central Asia published on elements 
of Qarakhanid architecture, although usually through a  nationalist 
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rather than a dynastic prism. Numerous important articles are 
referred to throughout this book, including the works of Yakubovskiy, 
Masson, Shishkin, Zasipkin, Deniké, Pugachenkova, Bulatov and 
Goryacheva, to name just a few.27 Outside the Soviet system, Ernst 
Cohn-Wiener is perhaps the most significant figure from the first 
half of the twentieth century. He took a large number of high-quality 
photographs which recorded elements of several monuments which 
are now lost, most significantly the interior decoration of the Shah 
Fazl Tomb in Safid Buland, some of which he published in an article 
in 1939.28 His monograph of 1930 remains an important, if hard 
to find, record of several of the surviving monuments of the wider 
region.29

Sheila Blair has drawn together a wide range of sources on the 
inscriptions across the corpus, which has resulted in both a clearer 
reading of much of the epigraphy, as well as a general awareness of 
some of the earlier monuments.30 More recently, Yury Karev has shed 
some light on Qarakhanid palatial wall paintings, citing evidence 
from the French excavations at Afrasiyab in Samarkand that took 
place between 2000 and 2003.31 However, little has been recorded 
regarding the signature motifs and the forms employed across the 
surviving corpus of monuments erected under the patronage of the 
multifarious Qarakhanid rulers across Central Asia.32

Historical context

Given the very limited evidence, it is important not to impose an 
artificial degree of order on the organisation and administration 
of the lands under Qarakhanid rule simply to satisfy a scholarly 
desire for such order, when the reality must have been more fluid 
and less ordered. The dynasty, for want of a better term, does not 
appear to have been centralised or marked by systematic or coher-
ent planning, structure or organisation. However, what is clear is 
that the Qarakhanids inaugurated a period of Turkic domination 
of the Mashriq that was to last a thousand years.33 There are many 
problems with attempts to define the external ‘boundaries’ of an 
empire in the context of Islamic Central Asia in the medieval period. 
Instead, it may be better to approach the subject through the concep-
tual lens of a series of settled archipelagos within a fluctuating sea of 
nomadic peoples.34

The Russian scholar Barthold laid the foundations for the study 
of Qarakhanid history with his doctoral thesis, first published in 
Russian in 1900. There was an English translation in 1928, and 
subsequent additions and revisions in the third edition of 1968, titled 
Turkistan Down to the Mongol Invasion.35 Due to the lack of surviv-
ing Qarakhanid sources, the work relies on external written sources 
and the numismatic evidence, and it was not until Pritsak published 
Die Karachaniden in 1953 that a clearer picture of the dynasty was 
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to emerge.36 The complex picture of the various Qarakhanid rulers 
has most recently been elucidated by Bosworth in a supplement to 
his The New Islamic Dynasties.37

It is thought that the Qarluq tribes which made up the Qarakhanid 
confederacy38 converted to Islam following the conversion of Satuq 
Bughra Khan in 960.39 Despite this, there were Christians within 
the lands under their rule, with evidence for Nestorian churches or 
populations in Samarkand, Khotan and Kashgar.40 Throughout the 
second half of the tenth century the Samanids and the Qarakhanids 
were attacking each other, and the Qarakhanids briefly captured 
Bukhara in 990. However, it was not until October 999 that Ilak 
Nasr occupied Bukhara and seized the Samanid treasury.41 The 
defeat of the Samanids led to the division of their territory between 
the Qarakhanids, who took the lands north of the Oxus, and the 
Ghaznavids, who took the lands to the south.42

The Qarakhanids were more of a loose confederation than any 
sort of monolithic, unitary state, and numerous internal quarrels led 
to the united kingdom of the Qarakhanids splitting into two main 
regions after 1040. The western khanate was centred on Samarkand, 
and the eastern one had its capital at Balasaghun in Semirechye, 
now Burana in Kyrgyzstan.43 Prior to 1137, Uzgend was ruled by 
various Qarakhanids from either the western or eastern branches, 
but after that point, and until 1212, it was ruled by a series of inde-
pendent Qarakhanids.44 The Qarakhanid khanate never really expe-
rienced full unity. However, the wide distribution of coins, minted 
by one ruler but found in hoards in distant areas ruled by another 
Qarakhanid, shows that despite the political fragmentation there 
was an extensive network of close economic relationships across 
the region that reached its apogee during the eleventh and twelfth 
centuries.45

The Qarakhanids were closely linked with the Great Seljuq 
sultans, and both Alp Arslan and Malikshah married Qarakhanid 
princesses.46 Malikshah’s successor was Berkyaruq, who had seized 
control by 1095, and confirmed the Qarakhanids Sulayman-tegin 
and Mahmud-tegin as rulers of Transoxiana as Seljuq vassals.47 The 
western Qarakhanids remained Seljuq vassals for about fifty years, 
and for a brief period, prior to the invasion of the Qara Khitai, the 
eastern branch were also Seljuq vassals.48 During this period of 
Seljuq vassalage there was a major expansion of urbanism, as well as 
the foundation of several new towns in the Qarakhanid lands in the 
eleventh and twelfth centuries.49 Although very little Qarakhanid 
literature survives, an important Turkish–Arabic dictionary, the 
Diwan Lughat al-Turk was written by the émigré Qarakhanid prince 
Mahmud al-Kashgari in Baghdad for Caliph al-Muqtadi.50

In the early 1130s, the Qarakhanid ruler of Balasaghun, harried 
by unruly Qarluq and Qangly nomads, called on the Qara Khitai for 
support. However, they first dethroned him before supressing the 
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nomads.51 The Qara Khitay occupation of Balasaghun in 1137 led 
to the shift of the eastern Qarakhanid capital to Kashgar.52 With the 
declining power of the Seljuqs, the western Qarakhanids also soon 
found themselves increasingly under the sway of the Qara Khitai 
gürkhan. The battle of Qatwan, near Samarkand, in 1141 saw the 
defeat of the Seljuq Sultan Sanjar and his forces, which led to a 
switch for the local Qarakhanid rulers from being vassals of the 
Seljuqs to vassals of the Qara Khitai.53

There was a continuity of Muslim religious life during the period 
of Qara Khitai dominance,54 and a significant number of the extant 
monuments in the corpus were erected during this period. These 
include the minaret in Vabkent, the Chashma-i Ayyub mazar portal 
in Khayrabatcha, and the latter two tombs in Uzgend. Despite the 
Qara Khitai being overlords, there is no evidence in the inscriptions 
on buildings or on coins that the Qarakhanids were not independent 
during this time.55 During the final period of Qarakhanid rule of the 
region, the most powerful regional figure was the Khwarazmshah 
Muhammed. He oversaw a major famine, and the resulting depopu-
lation of the region left little of value for the Mongols, whose arrival 
and conquest of Central Asia finally ended the period of Qarakhanid 
rule.56
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33. Tor, 2009, p. 299. See ibid., pp. 279–99, for details of the Islamisation of 
Central Asia in the Samanid and early Qarakhanid periods.

34. See Thomas, 2018, p. 35, for a further exploration of this idea in the 
context of the Ghurid Empire. See also Flood, 2009, p. 8, for a brief dis-
cussion concerning the use of terms such as border zones and networks 
rather than fixed borders.

35. See Barthold, 1968, pp. 254–369, for the period of Qarakhanid rule.
36. Pritsak 1953, pp. 17–68.
37. See Bosworth, 2010, pp. 15–23.
38. For a detailed study of the different tribal confederacies that made up 

the Qarakhanids, see Golden, 1990, pp. 354–7.
39. The date is provided by Ibn al-Athir. See Barthold, 1968, pp. 254–6, for 

details of the figures involved in the conversion of the Qarakhanids.
40. Biran, 2005, p. 179.
41. Barthold, 1968, pp. 267–8.
42. Bosworth, 1963, p. 41.
43. Bosworth, 2010, p. 20.
44. See ibid., p. 19, for a list of the rulers’ titles and names.
45. Kochnev, 1994, p. 286.
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46. Malikshah’s wife was the powerful princess Terken Khatun, who was 
a leading figure in Isfahan and had her own large army (Peacock, 2015, 
p. 179). In 1089, Malikshah took control of Samarkand and Uzgend 
(Porter, 1997, p. 203).

47. Peacock, 2015, pp. 76–7.
48. Bosworth, 2010, p. 21.
49. See Peacock, 2015, pp. 305–6, for an overview of this process. See 

Chapter Eight below for a detailed study of the expansion of urbanism 
under the Qarakhanids.

50. Ibid., p. 182.
51. Fedorov, 2004, pp. 324–5.
52. Bosworth, 2010, p. 20.
53. See Biran, 2005, pp. 41–5.
54. Ibid., p. 181.
55. Ibid., p. 183. The tomb of Jalal al-Din Husayn describes him as the 

greatest and just khagan, and Sultan Uthman (r. 1200–13), who was 
the last western Qarakhanid ruler, paid tribute to the gürkhan but was 
called the sultan of sultans on his coins (ibid.).

56. See Barthold, 1968, pp. 367–71, for details of this period of the early 
thirteenth century.



CHAPTER ONE

Antecedent Structures in the Region

There are clear signs of continuity from the surviving Samanid 
structures in a number of the subsequent Qarakhanid buildings. Two 
tombs, one in Bukhara and one in Tim, are examined here, alongside 
the archaeological remains of the Samanid palace in the citadel of 
Afrasiyab and other structures in Nishapur, with a view to estab-
lishing which elements remained in use in the following centuries. 
Numerous other earlier regional monuments are addressed through-
out the book in reference to specific structures, and some of these are 
also briefly introduced here.

The sources of the limited corpus of Samanid monuments can be 
found, in part, in the pre-Islamic architecture of the Soghdians and 
have been examined in detail by Pugachenkova.1 This is particularly 
clear when the Samanid tomb in Bukhara is compared with the 
image of a structure in the Soghdian wall paintings uncovered in 
Penjikent and dated to the fifth–seventh centuries. Whilst it is to be 
expected that buildings in any one region are likely to have drawn 
on at least some elements of the pre-existing local architectural 
style, the extremely limited evidence for either Soghdian or Samanid 
architecture makes observations that go beyond the most general 
hard to support with reliable evidence. The following discussion is 
not an attempt to study the earlier monuments in close detail, as 
such a task falls outside the scope of this work. Instead, the intention 
is to provide a sense of the existing architectural milieu from which 
the Qarakhanid monuments emerged.

Samanid tomb, Bukhara

The small, square-plan, brick building located just to the west of the 
Ark in Bukhara is one of the best-known structures in the corpus 
of early Islamic tombs (Figure 1.1). Bulatov’s monograph of 19762 
remains the most in-depth publication of the structure, but it has 
been discussed by numerous scholars,3 and features in all the major 
survey books of Islamic architecture. The building, dated to the 
930s,4 is modelled on a fire temple,5 with four openings and a central 
dome, as well as a smaller one on each of the four corners, set back 
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slightly from the engaged columns below. There is also an upper 
arcaded gallery, a feature not see on earlier fire temples.

Unlike earlier monumental buildings in the region, the Samanid 
tomb is built entirely of baked brick, rather than unfired brick 
covered with stucco.6 The entire surface, inside and out, features 
basketwork-like patterns, with roundels and triangular motifs along-
side patterns constructed with standard brick shapes.

The large three-quarter engaged columns on the four battered 
corners of the tomb set the tone for the treatment of the corners of 
the majority of surviving Qarakhanid monuments. They also have a 
similar form, on a greatly reduced scale, to that seen on the corpus 
of minarets across the wider region as well. The construction tech-
nique, consisting of alternating sections of bricks stacked four high 
with the flat face showing, and the resulting voids filled with four 
corner sections of bricks (Figure 1.1), is seen across the region. It is 
subsequently employed on a slightly smaller scale on the corners 
of the façade of the Mir Sayyid Bahram tomb in Kermine, north of 
Bukhara.7 Inside the tomb, in the octagonal zone of transition, each 
of the eight sections is separated by a smaller engaged column which 
features a similar construction method to that seen on the corners, 
and they are all topped by a small brick capital with volute-like 
motifs. Unlike the external columns, this approach, while seen in 

Figure 1.1 The Samanid tomb, Bukhara (c. 930s).
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the slightly later tomb at Tim,8 does not continue in the monuments 
built under Qarakhanid patronage.

The wide central rib in the corner squinch delineates something 
akin to a proto-muqarnas cell (Figure 1.2), and is a regional motif 
which continues and is found in several Qarakhanid structures, 
including inside the earliest of the three tombs in Uzgend9 and on the 
surviving original façade of the ‘A’isha Bibi tomb in Taraz. Although 
the decoration of the tomb is almost entirely of baked brick, the 
sides and bottom of the wide ribs in the corner squinches each have 
a border of stucco decoration featuring a running repeat of split 
palmettes on alternating sides of the meandering central line (Figure 
1.2). This pattern forms a different motif at each of the tips, and then 
runs down the side of the muqarnas-like forms on either side, tying 
the entire composition together. From the perspective of Qarakhanid 
architecture, the wide central rib in an arched corner squinch is 
the key architectonic element in the Samanid tomb. It provides the 
strongest evidence for stylistic continuity in the monumental archi-
tecture of the region from the tenth to the early thirteenth century 
and beyond.10

The only inscription on the building is on the heavily eroded 
wooden lintel above the door (Figure 1.3). It is unlike most of the 
later Qarakhanid inscriptions, and has a distinctive style of mim, 

Figure 1.2 The Samanid tomb: detail of corner squinch.
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which is placed with the lower control line running through it in 
the manner of the earliest known Kufic inscriptions, such as the 
mosaic band running around the base of the dome at the Dome of 
the Rock in Jerusalem. The only comparable Qarakhanid example 
is the inscription on the façade of the Mir Sayyid Bahram tomb.11 It 
has been read as giving the name of Nasr ibn Ahmed ibn Isma‘il,12 
but Blair found the reading unlikely due to the extensive wear of the 
lettering on the wood.13

‘Arab Ata tomb, Tim

Located in the foothills of the Zarafshan Mountains between 
Bukhara and Samarkand, the ‘Arab Ata Tomb was built in 977 and 
is on the outskirts of the small village of Tim (Figure 1.4). The only 
serious scholarly study of the building remains Pugachenkova’s short 
monograph of 1963,14 and it has become well known due to its secure 
date,15 relatively well-preserved state, and its two particular features 
of note, namely, the earliest dated muqarnas in the entire corpus 
of Islamic architecture (Figure 1.5), as well as one of the earliest 
monumental pishtaq portals.16 The introduction of a monumental 
inscription around the pishtaq (Figure 1.6) is another element which 
came to be used on the majority of later Qarakhanid tombs, with the 
exception of the one in Safid Buland, as was the use of incised pat-
terns in the mortar beds and rising joints to add a decorative element 
to otherwise plain bond walls.17

The placing of a Muslim tomb in a remote location in the foothills 
of mountains is a phenomenon seen across a wide arc, with examples 
in a number of different styles. Similarly placed tombs can be found 
from the foothills of the Tien Shen and the Kazakh steppe, across 
to the Alborz Mountains and into central Anatolia, during a period 
spanning from the tenth to the twelfth century.18 The tomb at Tim 
appears to be the first surviving example of this phenomenon, fol-
lowed a few decades later by the Qarakhanid Shah Fazl tomb at Safid 
Buland.19

Unlike the quadridirectional Samanid tomb, the introduction of 
the pishtaq portal at Tim developed the idea of unidirectional focus. 
This was the approach employed in almost all of the Qarakhanid 
tombs, as well as many of those patronised by other dynasties in the 
following centuries. Numerous features of the tomb are closer to the 
style used in Qarakhanid monuments than that seen on the Samanid 
tomb in Bukhara, including the external use of stucco in the three 

Figure 1.3 The Samanid tomb: wooden Kufic inscription over entrance (composite).
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niches above the entrance, and the shift to double-stack bricks on 
the engaged columns on the outside corner. The alternating voids 
were then filled with mortar, and a variety of patterns were incised 
into the surface (Figure 1.7). This technique became widely used 
across central Anatolia, Iran and much of Central Asia.

The polylobed form of the three niches on the pishtaq and ele-
ments of the stucco decoration, including a convex circular section 
with incised triangles (Figure 1.8), are both subsequently seen on the 
interior of the Shah Fazl tomb in Safid Buland. All these elements, 
as well as the presence of the cavetto frame in the pishtaq, make 
the ‘Arab Ata tomb a far more significant building than the slightly 
earlier Samanid tomb in Bukhara for understanding the origin of 
many of the formal and decorative elements employed across the 
corpus of Qarakhanid monuments.

Figure 1.4 ‘Arab Ata tomb, Tim (977).
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Figure 1.5 ‘Arab Ata tomb: squinch with structural murqarnas.
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Diggaron mosque, Hazara

The small Diggaron mosque in Hazara, near Samarkand, is the earli-
est surviving mosque in the region, and consists of nine domes inside 
a cube with battered walls.20 The central domed area is larger than 
the rest, with a diameter of 5 m, and the four supporting pillars 
define the interior space. The intrados of all the arches feature 
an unusual rib with a trefoil profile.21 Following his excavations 
inside the building, Nil’sen concluded that a mosque was first built 
on the site in the ninth or tenth century, and that the current extant 
structure was built in the eleventh century.22 Such a date would 

Figure 1.6 ‘Arab Ata tomb: final part of vertical inscription band with date.

Figure 1.7 ‘Arab Ata tomb: engaged corner column incised pattern detail.
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make this the only surviving Qarakhanid mosque, but the lack of 
any inscriptions or, apart from the arch ribs, any ornament means 
that unfortunately it does not provide a great deal of illumination as 
to the nature of Qarakhanid mosque architecture.

The Diggaron mosque shares a number of similarities with the 
Noh Gonbad mosque at Balkh in northern Afghanistan, although 
the latter has an additional two columns in place of the east wall, 
allowing a clearer opening on to the courtyard.23 The originally nine-
domed building has been dated to the tenth century, based on the 

Figure 1.8 ‘Arab Ata tomb: stucco niche above entrance.
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similarities to the stucco decoration found in Samarra.24 In addition, 
the roundels with a projecting central section in the spandrels of the 
arches are almost identical to the ones found in the Samanid tomb 
in Bukhara. Aside from being one of the earliest mosques to survive 
in Central Asia, despite the extensive losses, it is also of relevance to 
the Qarakhanids because Balkh was ruled by a series of Qarakhanids 
for thirty-five years following their capture of the city in 1164.25 
How much impact it had on the lost corpus of smaller mosques built 
under their rule is impossible to know. However, both the Diggaron 
and the Noh Gonbad provide evidence of what such smaller mosques 
are likely to have looked like across the wider region in the pre-
Mongol period.

There are a number of other Samanid structures known from the 
archaeological record, especially in Nishapur26 and Afrasiyab (old 
Samarkand),27 which, while fragmentary, are referenced throughout 
the text. These excavations can provide evidence for the earlier use 
of motifs and architectonic elements found in a number of extant 
monuments subsequently built under Qarakhanid patronage and 
help to establish a picture of the longer-term architectural develop-
ment in Islamic Central Asia.

The most significant of these sites is the small Domed Room of 
an elite residence in Afrasiyab, which featured a number of elements 
subsequently seen in the Shah Fazl tomb in Safid Buland. The form 
and decoration of the room was recreated in a drawing by Rempel’ 
(Figure 1.9), based on the archaeological excavation of the site,28 and 
shows numerous features which are found in several of the monu-
ments built in the following two centuries. These include roundels 
in the arch spandrels, columns with a spherical section near the base, 
polylobed arches, and vegetal stucco decoration in the ribbed dome. 
Another significance of the building for later developments, given 
the ninth–tenth-century date ascribed to it,29 is the use of structural 
decorated muqarnas cells in the lower section of both sides of the 
each of the four corners which form the octagonal support for the 
dome above.30

Further east, at Hulbuk in Tajikistan, is the much restored Palace 
of Khatlonshah. It was built within the citadel between the ninth and 
eleventh centuries by the Banijurids, contemporaries of the Samanids 
who ruled c. 847–963, and their successors the Abu Dawudids.31 The 
second phase of the palace, dated to between the second half of the 
tenth and the middle of the eleventh century, featured a fired-brick 
portal (Figure 4.41). It is this structure, above all the others in the 
complex, which is the most pertinent to the study of one Qarakhanid 
monument in particular, namely, the Chashma-i Ayyub mazar portal 
in Khayrabatcha, outside Bukhara. The Qarakhanid portal was built 
considerably later, in 1208–9, but bears a far closer resemblance to 
the portal in Hulbuk than it does to anything else within the corpus 
of Qarakhanid buildings.32
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Looking further afield, and to the west, one of the few Buyid-era 
structures to survive is the portal of the Hakim mosque in Isfahan, 
revealed within the later fabric of the mosque in 1955.33 The Jurjir 
Portal, dated to the late tenth century, has a number of features 
in common with both the ‘Arab Ata and the Samanid tombs, in 
addition to elements of the interior of the later Shah Fazl tomb in 
Safid Buland.34 The wide void in the centre of the portal hood, and 
the form of the muqarnas cells either side of it (Figure 2.10), show a 
wider regional style had emerged by the end of the tenth century, one 
that covered a vast area and was applied by craftsmen working for a 
wide range of different patrons.

Notes

 1. See Pugachenkova ,1999, pp. 141–2. See also Nil’sen, 1956, pp. 14–16.
 2. Bulatov, 1976. Ibid., pp. 94–6, gives the internal size as 7.36 m2, with an 

external dimension of 10.4 m and a total height of 15 m.

Figure 1.9 Domed Room, Afrasiyab: reconstruction drawing (after Akhrarov and 
Rempel’, 1971, fig. 77).
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 3. The first major publication of the tomb in English is Rempel’, 1936, 
pp. 198–209. More recently Chmelnitzkii has covered it in greater 
detail, in Russian (Chmelnitzkii, 1996, pp. 125–40). For details of the 
wider cultural and political context in which the Samanid tomb in 
Bukhara was built, see Michailidis, 2014, pp. 20–39.

 4. Blair, 1992, p. 25. Michailidis has recently argued for a date prior to 907, 
in the reign of Ismail, but this remains conjectural (Michailidis, 2014, 
p. 21).

 5. This importation of an architectural form developed in Iran has been 
argued to be a deliberate act by the patron and was part of a wider 
revival of Sasanian ideas by the Samanids (Michailidis, 2014, p. 32).

 6. Ibid., p. 33. Michailidis adds that despite this use of a more expensive 
material, the patterns employed across the building are reminiscent of 
those used in stucco.

 7. The same sort of corner columns can be seen further afield on the 
façade of the mosque in Nishapur, excavated in the Tepe Madraseh (see 
Wilkinson, 1986, pp. 96–7, figs 1.71 and 1.72), and the inner and outer 
portals of the Ribat-i Sharaf (see Kiani, 1981, pp. 18, fig. 7 and p. 19, fig. 
9).

 8. It was also projected to have been used in the Domed Room in an elite 
residence in Afrasiyab. See Akhrarov and Rempel’, 1971, fig. 77, for a 
reconstruction drawing based on the archaeological excavations of the 
site.

 9. See Chapter Three, pp. 55–7.
10. The presence of lozenge-shaped inserts in the middle of the rib and 

roundels in the spandrels of the squinch arch are also seen throughout 
the corpus of later Qarakhanid monuments.

11. See Chapter Six, pp. 213–18, and Figures 6.11–6.12.
12. Deniké, 1939, p. 8.
13. See Blair, 1992, pp. 25–6, for the explanation, and her rationale for 

dating the building to the 930s based on the style of Kufic.
14. Pugachenkova, 1963a.
15. The date is in the final section of the monumental floriated Kufic 

inscription running around the portal frame (Pugachenkova, 1963a, 
p. 85).

16. Blair, 1992, p. 53, notes that the San Esteban Gate at the mosque in 
Cordoba of 855 is the earliest. There is also the Jurjir Mosque portal in 
Isfahan, discussed below, which is datable to between 960 and 985.

17. See Pugachenkova, 1963a, p. 27, fig. 19, for drawings of the variety of 
patterns applied to the mortar inside and outside the structure.

18. For a study of this phenomenon, see McClary, 2018a, pp. 13–24.
19. See Chapter Two, below, for a detailed study of the Shah Fazl tomb.
20. The interior of the mosque is just over 13 m × 13 m (based on the plan 

in Nil’sen, 1956, p. 30, fig. 5).
21. Nil’sen, 1956, p. 30.
22. Ibid., pp. 28–9. See also ibid., pp. 27–37, for a study of the mosque. The 

eleventh-century date is based primarily on the presence of ceramic 
sherds inside the foundations of the mosque of the type produced 
between the tenth and the twelfth centuries.

23. See Golombek, 1969, p. 174, fig. 1, for a plan of the mosque. For the 
most comprehensive and up to date study of the Noh Gonbad mosque, 
see Suardo, 2016.

24. Golombek, 1969, p. 177.
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25. Numismatic evidence provides details of the five Qarakhanid rulers 
who minted coins there. See Fedorov, 2003a, esp. pp. 261, 272, 281–2.

26. See Wilkinson, 1986, for the most complete record of the results of the 
excavations conducted by the Metropolitan Museum of Art between 
1935 and 1940, with an additional season in 1947.

27. See Akhrarov and Rempel’, 1971.
28. See ibid., pp. 55–122, for a detailed study of all the excavated and in situ 

material. The room measures 4.9 m2 (ibid., p. 55). Numerous fragments 
of the stucco are on display in the Afrosiyab Museum.

29. See ibid., pp. 56–66.
30. See ibid., p. 81, fig. 56, for images of two fragments of one of the muqar-

nas cells, alongside a reconstruction drawing. The cells measured c. 32 
cm wide × 45 cm high.

31. Siméon, 2012, pp. 385–9. See ibid., pp. 385–421, for the most up to date 
study of the palace complex.

32. See Chapter Four, pp. 138–44, for a detailed study of the mazar portal 
and its relationship to the one in Hulbuk.

33. For a study of the inscriptions on the portal, see Blair, 1992, p. 52. See 
also Figure 2.10 below.

34. See the discussion in Chapter Two, below. It also shares some formal 
characteristics with the Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque portal in Bukhara.



CHAPTER TWO

The Earliest Intact Tomb: 
Shah Fazl Tomb at Safid Buland

The earliest intact Qarakhanid structure is the Shah Fazl tomb, 
located in the village of Safid Buland, at the northeastern end of 
the Farghana Valley.1 While the content of most of the wide array of 
different inscriptions is well published,2 the style and the relation-
ship between the decoration and the structure are less well known. 
By combining new analysis with the work of Cohn-Wiener from 
1939 and Goryacheva’s 1983 publication, alongside Nastich and 
Kochnev’s reading of the inscriptions in 1988, this building can be 
better understood in relation to both the earlier and later develop-
ments in the region through a close study of the internal stucco 
decoration.

The tomb, dated to 1055–60,3 was built for the Qarakhanid ruler 
Muhammad ibn Nasr by his son Mu’izz al-Dawla ‘Abbas.4 The two 
upper inscription friezes on the interior, which provide the names 
that led to this identification, are the earliest surviving examples 
of the use of Persian on a building in the entire corpus of Islamic 
architecture.5 The austere and unornamented exterior represents the 
pinnacle of honesty to form, with a solid brick mass topped by a 
stepped octagonal zone of transition and an unusually attenuated 
dome6 (Figure 2.1). This is in total contrast to the richly decorated, 
and originally polychromatic, interior which features a wide array of 
different decorative and epigraphic styles on almost all of the avail-
able surfaces.

The tomb measures 11.1 m × 11.7 m in plan externally and 7.84 m2 
internally, with a height of 15.5 m,7 and a slight batter to the external 
walls. The current appearance of both the interior and the exterior 
of the tomb is marred by large steel armatures which were installed 
in the latter part of the twentieth century in order to prevent further 
structural damage. As a result, it is primarily archival images that 
are used below to illustrate the overall appearance of the structure, 
with more recent images used to highlight some of the individual 
decorative elements.

The building is in a remote location, away from major urban centres, 
and is near a range of mountains with a river flowing nearby. This 
sort of location fits into a distinctive pattern of tomb  construction 
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across the wider Iranian world in the eleventh and twelfth centuries,8 
and is in contrast to the more common urban location of several 
other Qarakhanid tombs examined throughout this book. The build-
ing was first described, albeit briefly, by Scherbina-Kramarenko in 
1896,9 and in 1939 Cohn-Wiener wrote the first summary of the 
building in English in which he described the tomb as one of the 

Figure 2.1 Shah Fazl tomb, Safid Buland: exterior (after Babakhanov, 1962, pl. 12).
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most beautiful Islamic buildings from the pre-Mongol period.10 The 
most detailed studies of the building are the section in Goryacheva’s 
book on Burana, Uzgend and Safid Buland11 and in Imankulov’s 
Monumental’naia arkhitektura iuga Kyrgyzstana (Monumental 
Architecture of Southern Kyrgyzstan) of 2005,12 but the building has 
yet to receive the monographic treatment it so richly deserves.

Mural revetment

While the ornament and the inscriptions inside the tomb are closely 
integrated and formed a unified whole, in order to best understand 
the overall programme of inscriptions they will be treated separately 
below.13 The various elements of the internal stucco decoration of 
the tomb have been described as among the best specimens of Islamic 
ornamentation of the Middle Ages.14 The mural stucco revetment 
is divided into three registers (Figure 2.2). The lower, dado section 
features a series of blind tri-lobed pointed-arch panels. Above is the 
wide band of three full and two half squares on each wall, each filled 
with either full or half roundels, respectively. The two are separated 
by a narrow band of ornament and a narrow inscription band, largely 
lost, with the surviving elements examined below. At the top of the 
walls, above the roundels in squares, is the largest inscription band, 
in Persian. The octagonal zone of transition has tall pointed arches 
with polylobed edges and a rich array of decoration, with the section 
topped by a, now lost, elaborate knotted and foliated Kufic inscrip-
tion band, with the tall dome above.

Dado

The use of a series of blind tri-lobed pointed-arch panels as a dado 
frieze,15 with framing bands of compressed guilloche-like patterns, 
finds its precedent in the architecture of the Samanids. A frieze from 
a complex within the Afrasiyab citadel (Figure 2.3) lacks the inscrip-
tions, but does have a similar overall appearance to the Shah Fazl 
tomb decoration, as well as several specific shared elements, includ-
ing the quatrefoils, tendrils and roundels with geometric designs in 
the middle.16 As with the other comparisons, there are similarities, 
but in almost every case the decoration at Safid Buland manages to 
remain innovative and unique.

The vertical band of decoration separating the tri-lobed pointed-
arched sections of the dado at the Shah Fazl tomb features two differ-
ent patterns. The surviving vertical sections on three of the walls are 
the same as the horizontal band above, which separates the arched 
sections from the inscription band above. As these sections are not 
continuous a modification allows the pattern to terminate (Figure 
2.4), but aside from this the pattern is identical to the horizontal 
band.
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In contrast, the surviving vertical bands on the west wall, flank-
ing the entrance, feature a repeating spiralling vegetal tendril-like 
pattern which is closely related to the pattern in all of the spandrels 
of the arched sections (Figure 2.5). This is the only clear example of 

Figure 2.2 Shah Fazl tomb: drawing of the interior prior to restoration (east wall).
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one wall being decorated in a different manner to all the rest, but 
this wall is the most articulated of all four, as it is the only one with 
a central entrance, as well as fenestration either side. In contrast, 
the north wall is plain, while the east wall has a central opening, 
although it does not pierce the entire wall to form a door. The south 
wall has a narrow window near each corner, but no central door. It is 

Figure 2.3 Samanid palace, Afrasiyab: ninth-century stucco revetment panel (Afrasiyab 
Museum).

Figure 2.4 Shah Fazl tomb: lower north wall revetment.
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also only on the west wall that the lower inscription band, above the 
dado, has to turn vertically, then run along the top of the door before 
returning down to the height of the rest of the band and running 
horizontally over the rest of the dado. The effect is akin to the crea-
tion of an internal portal façade, and is another unique element of 
this innovative and richly decorated building.

Several of the arched sections on the dado have graffiti, largely 
consisting of flat hands with splayed fingers, incised into the upper 
sections of the arched area (Figure 2.5). The almost complete loss of 
the lower section of the dado on all four walls makes it impossible 
to know if the lower portion also had similar graffiti. There is no 
indication as to the date at which these were executed, but they were 
clearly not part of the original decorative schema of the building.

Door reveal panels

On each of the reveals on either side of the door there is a panel of 
stucco incised with simple geometric intaglio patterns. There is no 
visible evidence of colour, and, unlike most other areas of geometric 
patterns inside the tomb, there are no vegetal elements added to the 
pattern. The panel on the left when entering the building is rectilin-
ear, centred around a six-pointed star, with the pattern created by the 
extension of all the constituent lines. This results in the delineation 
of rhomboid, hexagonal and arrow-shaped sections. The only addi-

Figure 2.5 Shah Fazl tomb: lower west wall revetment detail (beside doorway).
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tions are the two incised lines in the centre of the main strapwork 
elements of the pattern (Figure 2.6). The opposite panel features a 
largely curvilinear pattern, centred on the circle, but designed in a 
similar manner to its opposite number. The closest comparandum is 
the marble window grille in the western vestibule at the Umayyad 
mosque in Damascus, which not only has a similar pattern, but 
also has the same sort of paired line surface incisions.17 These two 
geometric panels are the only exceptions to the otherwise uniform 
coverage of the lower portion of the walls with the framed tri-lobed 
pointed-arch motif.

Roundels

The next major register of ornament, separated from the dado section 
by a Persian inscription band written in a distinctive form of Kufic, 
consists of a series of sixteen large squares, with a semicircle on 
each side and carved ornament in the corner sections. These occupy 
well over half of the total height of the wall, and each wall has three 
full squares, with another one split over each of the four corners. 
Inside each square is a richly ornamented roundel in the middle. 
These alternately feature either carved relief or incised patterns in 
the stucco surface. Of the relief examples, seven had survived and 
one was lost when Cohn-Wiener visited the site in 1924.18 The outer 
edge of all but one of the carved relief roundels features a Qur’anic 
inscription, with the surviving examples examined below. The 
roundels feature a rich array of geometrical patterns, with surviving 
examples shown in Figures 2.7, 2.8, 2.11 and 2.18–2.20.

Figure 2.6 Shah Fazl tomb: geometric stucco decoration on either side of the entrance.
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Figure 2.7 Shah Fazl tomb: mural roundels drawings (after Imankulov, 
2005, p. 108).
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The extensive use of plaster roundels incised with geometric forms 
at the Samanid palace in the citadel of Afrasiyab19 indicates that while 
the overall internal aesthetic of the Shah Fazl tomb is both unique 
and innovative, the craftsmen responsible were clearly drawing from 
the well of long-established regional styles of mural decoration.

Upper geometric band

There is a band of geometric stucco decoration which runs around 
the top of the wall, above the high-relief Persian inscription band. 
On each of the four walls the pattern is different, with a guilloche 
pattern on the north wall (Figure 2.9), quatrefoils on the west20 
(Figure 2.23), and somewhat simpler basket weave-like patterns on 
the other two walls. The entire band has a dark blue pigment painted 
on the upper and lower edges, but there is little visible evidence for 
any additional colours on the main body of the decoration.21 The 
surface treatment of the guilloche band in particular, with circles 

Figure 2.8 Shah Fazl tomb: mural roundels with epigraphy drawings (after 
Imankulov, 2005, p. 107).
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featuring small relief triangular sections and fine tendrils filling the 
space around the main pattern, corresponds closely to the decoration 
of the inscription immediately below it. This adds to the sense of 
aesthetic unity within the space, despite the wide array of different 
patterns employed across the walls.

Zone of transition

The corner squinches and the cardinal blind arches between them 
above the centre of each of the four walls which form the zone of 
transition have pointed arches that are of a form almost identical to 
those at the Samanid tomb in Bukhara and the Samanid palace in the 
citadel at Afrasiyab.22 However, unlike the earlier structures, at Safid 
Buland they have polylobed decoration around the inside edge.23 
In 1939, Cohn-Wiener noted the similarity to the mihrab niche at 
the Shir Kabir mausoleum at Dehistan in Turkmenistan24 (Figure 
2.10), although the arch profile is significantly more attenuated in 
the Shah Fazl tomb. The closest antecedent in terms of form, if not 
necessarily geographic proximity, is the central section of the Buyid-
era portal of the Jurjir mosque in Isfahan, generally accepted to date 
from the latter part of the tenth century,25 which has eleven lobes 
around the edge of the arch (Figure 2.10). The attenuated form of the 
arches in the upper section of the tomb is unlike the later styles seen 
across the corpus of Qarakhanid monuments, and is an element of 
the building that shows it is a snapshot of a time of innovation and 
transition in the architecture of the region.

The rectangular section of ornament at the apex of the eight 
arches can be seen as a precursor to what was to become the standard 
Qarakhanid arch apex motif, where the edge of each side of the arch 
crosses over to form a triangle before heading straight up and con-
necting with the frame. The resulting shape can be seen at most of 
the twelfth-century Qarakhanid buildings, including the Namazgah 
in Bukhara, as well as in numerous later Timurid structures built in 
the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.

Figure 2.9 Shah Fazl tomb: guilloche band above the high-relief inscription on the north 
wall.
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The four cardinal blind arches in the zone of transition feature at 
least eight different levels of surface relief. There is the level of the 
border, then the decoration in the rectangular section at the apex of 
the arch. Between these two levels of relief was the main spandrel 
area with the painted inscription and ornamentation, while the 
roundel in the corner was recessed slightly back from this level. Set 
further into the wall are the polylobed sections on the arch itself, 
while the blind arch, with a painted border decoration, is recessed 
further into the wall. The central roundel in this area projects 
out a little, while the Kufic inscription around the edge is even 
more pronounced. In addition, there are the intaglio patterns carved 
into the surface of the roundel, as well as the thirteen hemispheri-
cal bosses which are attached to the roundel and project out. The 
number of bosses corresponds with the number of lobes in the 
surrounding arch. This incredibly rich and complex composition 
was augmented by the use of polychromatic painted elements, now 
largely lost, including two different styles of tassel-like decoration, 
one along the side and another along the top edge of the spandrels 
(Figure 2.11).

Both the structural form and several elements of the internal deco-
ration of the Shah Fazl tomb appear to have more in common with 
Ghaznavid and Seljuq structures than with later Qarakhanid struc-
tures. This is all the more unusual, given the, albeit fragmentary, 
elements of the earlier Nasr ibn ‘Ali tomb in Uzgend that do fit into 
the continuity of development of Qarakhanid architecture from its 
Samanid origins. The level of loss at the Nasr ibn ‘Ali tomb26 makes 
it extremely difficult to understand its original appearance. While 
the exterior decoration is nothing like the Shah Fazl tomb, which is 
entirely lacking ornamentation, there are a number of more general 

Figure 2.10 Jurjir mosque portal, Isfahan (left); Shir Kabir mausoleum mihrab, Dehistan 
(right).
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formal similarities.27 Both share a square plan and internal stucco 
decoration, with multiple styles of Kufic inscriptions.

Perhaps surprisingly, there is no use of the wide rib in the arches at 
Safid Buland, as seen in the Samanid tomb in Bukhara, and numerous 

Figure 2.11 Shah Fazl tomb: upper section of south wall and the zone of transition.
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later Qarakhanid structures, including the Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque 
and the Chashma-i Ayyub mazar portals. A narrow central rib is 
seen inside the first Uzgend tomb, but does not migrate onto the 
outside or to either of the two later tombs attached to it.

The form of the dome at the Shah Fazl tomb is unusual, and lacks 
any parallel in the surviving corpus of Qarakhanid monuments, 
but it is slightly reminiscent of the Baba Hatim tomb in northern 
Afghanistan. However, that Ghaznavid structure lacks the stepped 
octagonal section below the dome and has no fenestration, in addi-
tion to having engaged corner columns and a decorative entrance 
framed by a wide Kufic inscription band on the southern façade.28 
The monument, also known as the mausoleum of Salar Khalil, has, 
like the Shah Fazl, an extensive programme of stucco decoration, 
including the use of geometric roundel panels on the interior.29

Squinch decoration

The concave surface within the 
corner squinches featured an 
incised and painted teardrop 
pattern on each side, consisting of 
a roundel with a geometric pattern 
in it and a pointed top above, fea-
turing a tripartite split palmette 
pattern (Figure 2.12). None of 
these areas of decoration survive, 
but Cohn-Wiener recorded two 
in the northeast corner, each of 
which had a slightly different 
pattern (Figure 2.13). The lobed 
recesses in the face of the arch 
surrounding the squinch featured 
an S-shaped vegetal pattern, 
while the border around the edge 
had a somewhat simpler vegetal 
pattern. Inside, the edge of the 
squinch had a border of semicir-
cles, painted in what was almost 
certainly dark blue.

Dome decoration

Very little survives of the dome 
decoration, and even in the earlier 
accounts of the building only a 
short section of the bottom of the 
ornament was intact, with the 

Figure 2.12 Shah Fazl tomb: 
squinch teardrop roundel drawing 
(after Imankulov, 2005, p. 106).
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presumption made that there 
had been eight perpendicular 
rib-like friezes which ran to the 
top of the dome.30 The surviv-
ing sections featured a relief rib 
with two addorsed half arches at 
the base with vegetal decoration 
inside them. A similar pattern 
was employed to fill the full 
width of the rest of the rib above. 
Only a fragment of one rib is 
visible in Cohn-Weiner’s picture 

Figure 2.13 Shah Fazl tomb: northeast corner squinch.

Figure 2.14 Shah Fazl tomb: detail 
of the surviving decoration at the 
base of the dome in 1924.
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(Figure 2.14), but even this is enough to show that the rich decora-
tion of the lower part of the tomb extended right to the very top. In 
addition, the drawing of the interior, made in the 1920s, shows the 
lower portion of roundels with polylobed edges (Figure 2.2). These 
would have tied in with the roundels on the walls below, as well as 
with the polylobed arches in the corners of the octagonal section, 
and would have added to the unified aesthetic across all the internal 
surfaces of the tomb.

Painting and polychromy

The band of decoration between the dado-level inscription and the 
blind pointed-arch panels, with a form akin to a compressed and over-
lapping guilloche, has traces of blue pigment (Figure 2.15). The same 
colour can be seen on most of the other surviving sections of mural 
decoration, including the roundels and the corner sections of the 
squares within which they are placed, and it can be assumed that the 
majority of the stucco decoration in the tomb was similarly painted.

Alongside this light blue pigment seen on the majority of the 
surviving sections of geometric decoration on the walls, there is a 
light green border above the high-relief inscription band at the top 
of the wall. There are also several instances of dark blue being used, 
including around the lettering of the high-relief Persian inscription 

Figure 2.15 Shah Fazl tomb: traces of blue pigment on the band of decoration above the 
dado.
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as well as for the tassel-like decoration around the spandrels and 
inner arches of the zone of transition. Prior to the more recent losses 
there were also traces of yellow found,31 and the overall effect of this 
polychromy would have made for a dazzling and even more unique 
interior when new.

A drawing of the west wall, shown in Figure 2.16, gives an idea of 
the likely original appearance of the tomb interior, with the exten-
sive use of colour highlighting the patterns in both the dado and the 
roundels, and the same colours having also been applied to the upper 
inscription bands as well as the blind arches and squinches in the 
zone of transition.

Inscriptions

The interior of the tomb has by far the richest array of inscriptions, 
from the very small to the most monumental, of any Qarakhanid 
monument to have survived into the modern era. The lowest con-
sists of a Kufic band running along the top of the dado, with a step 
up and around the entrance. This has suffered extensive losses and 
remains largely illegible.32 Above this, the outer edges of eight of 
the sixteen large roundels featured Arabic inscriptions, many of 
which have also suffered extensive losses, but five remain legible. 
The largest inscription band, in Persian, executed in an innovative 
and unique high-relief technique, runs around the upper section 
of the walls, just below the octagonal zone of transition. It features 
the name of the patron of the tomb, who built it for his father. Of 

Figure 2.16 Shah Fazl tomb: reconstruction drawing of the north wall (based on 
elements of Imankulov, 2014, p. 208, fig. 88).
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the four roundels inside the cardinal arches in the octagonal zone of 
transition, two remain partially legible, consisting of Qur’anic pas-
sages.33 Above this section, at the top of the zone of transition was 
the most elaborate inscription in a knotted foliated Kufic, written 
in Persian and consisting of the name of the patron’s father and a 
panegyric text. In addition to all of these aforementioned stucco 
inscriptions, the spandrels of the arches in the zone of transition 
each had a painted inscription which appears to have consisted of 
al-mulk.

Lower band

The first inscription band, which sits above the compressed guil-
loche band atop the dado, although mostly lost and thus largely 
illegible, is worthy of study as it features unusually angular letter 
forms, with exaggerated wedge-shaped hastae tips. The same motif 
is applied to the elongated form of letters other than alif and lam, 
with the ligature sections reduced in thickness to almost nothing. 
There are also limited examples of foliation at the terminal of ha’, 
as well as very wide sections of letters placed below the rigidly 
horizontal control line (Figure 2.17). The entire background features 
very thin vegetal tendrils with split palmettes, the fineness of which 
highlights the exaggerated elements of the inscription itself.

The lack of dots or spaces between the words makes translation 
of the Persian text extremely difficult, but Nastich has proposed a 
tentative reading of portions of the inscription, including the word 
padshah (sovereign), and suggests that the inscription formed a sort 
of supplement to the two main inscription bands above. Much of the 
text is too fragmentary to understand, but the moralising inscription 
appears to relate to elegies, and reflects on the ephemeral nature of 
human life.34 The main surviving portions, one of which is shown in 
Figure 2.17, appears to read:35

]…ھ[ يچ )?(  تفاب  … حرار حقانبود بكرد]د د[اربپ )?(ژ بر ]...[ اگر پادشا]ه...[ر
 را)?( چرا نبود ستم چرا كنى اى ھوشمند برين جا]...ر[ عادا )?( ملكا]ن...[ كه و]ر[ا ھيچ

مينما]يد[

… Why wasn’t there? Why should ye be unjust? O sage! in this 
[place] … nothing remains

Figure 2.17 Shah Fazl tomb: lower inscription band (section on the north wall).
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Lower roundel inscriptions

Above the lower inscription band there are three full roundels on the 
main upper section of each of the four walls of the tomb. In addition, 
there are roundels which are split in two and set into each of the 
four corners. Half of these sixteen roundels appear to never have had 
any inscriptions around the edge, based on their far better preserved 
appearance in the photographs taken by Ernst Cohn-Wiener.36 There 
are five roundels which retain the majority of their inscriptions 
around the rim, with the one on the right of the west wall simply 
consisting of a repeat of al-mulk lillah (dominion belongs to God). 
The length of the kaf can be seen to have been shortened or com-
pressed throughout the inscription, presumably as part of the design 
process to ensure that all the repeats were in full37 (Figure 2.18). This 
proves, if nothing else, that the inscriptions were carved by hand and 
in situ, rather than created by way of small reuseable, or large single-
use, moulds. The inscription features an almost identical form for 
both the mim and the ha’, the only difference being the ligature 
following the mim. The other, previously unpublished, roundel on 
the left of the west wall features an as yet unidentified text.38

Two of the roundels on the south wall, on the left and right, 
feature Qur’anic inscriptions, with the one on the right featuring 

Figure 2.18 Shah Fazl tomb: west wall roundel with al-mulk lillah 
repeated around the rim.
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Qur’an 9:33 and the one on the left consisting of Qur’an 59:2439 
(Figure 2.19). The use of Qur’an 9:33 around the rim of a circle is 
seen on the great majority of Qarakhanid coinage from the eleventh 
and twelfth centuries.40 Despite the use of patterns in the middle of 
the roundels and text in the middle of the coins, this use of the same 
visual idiom and textual content on both a macro, immobile scale 
and on a micro, highly mobile scale is a phenomenon associated with 
legitimacy and power projection. Similar examples can be seen in the 
architecture and coinage of contemporaneous, yet spatially distant, 
Fatimid Cairo.41

A fifth, previously unpublished, inscription survives around the 
edge of the roundel on the left of the north wall (Figure 2.20). It 
consists of Qur’an 6:162–3, which are both verses addressed directly 
to Mohammad, with the first of the two referring to death, making 
it a very fitting choice to be placed within a tomb. The text reads:

 قل إن صالتي و نسكي و محياي و مماتي هلل رب العالمين ال شريك له وبذلك أمرت وانا أول
المسلمين

Say, ‘My prayers and sacrifices, my life and death, are all for God, 
Lord of all the Worlds. He has no partner. This is what I am com-
manded, and I am the first to devote myself to Him’.42

The other roundel on the north wall had a few short sections still 
in place in 1924, but not enough remained to allow for an under-
standing of the original content of the presumably Qur’anic 
inscription.43

Given the far better state of preservation of the tomb’s interior 
in the Cohn-Wiener images, it can be assumed that originally each 
wall had two roundels with inscriptions around the edges, while the 

Figure 2.19 Shah Fazl tomb: south wall roundel (left) with Qur’an 59:24; 
and (right) with Qur’an 9:33 around the rim.
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middle ones and those split over each of the four corners were plain, 
as well as having a different carving technique used for the centre 
patterns.

Persian inscription band at the top of the walls

The largest, and in terms of method of production, unique, inscrip-
tion in the tomb is the one that runs along the top of the walls. The 
inscription originally ran along the full length of all four walls, but 
only about 11 m of the inscription remains legible.44 The band was 
created through a two-stage process. First, a thin layer of stucco was 
applied over the brick wall and the outline of the inscription and 
the background decoration was incised into the surface. The second 
stage, which is otherwise unknown in the corpus, involved the crea-
tion of separate U-shaped profile sections which were affixed with 
dowels (or pins) over the outlined lettering in order to create a much 
higher relief inscription than is generally found with stucco.

There are numerous high-relief U-shaped fictive hastae inserted 
into the upper portion of the inscription band45 in order to retain 
the visual rhythm (Figures 2.22 and 2.29). The length of the sections 
changes depending on the height of the letter below the space it is 
filling, giving them a less mechanical and more fluid feel, as they 

Figure 2.20 Shah Fazl tomb: north wall roundel (left) with Qur’an 6:162–3.
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are adapted to suit each individual space between the actual hastae. 
These are similar to those used in the terracotta upper internal 
inscription band in the Muhammad ibn Zayd mausoleum in Merv, 
dated 1112–13. In addition, much flatter, low-relief examples can be 
seen in the Persian inscription on the face of the arch of the pishtaq 
portal at the Ribat-i Malik.46

In addition to the high-relief sections of the lettering attached 
with dowels, the area around the letters has extensive carved stucco 
decoration. This includes several roundels filled with either vegetal 
or geometric patterns, with small triangles set around the rim. The 
remaining space around the letters is filled with fine tendrils and 
split-palmettes incised into the surface, with just a thin border left 
plain around the edge of the letters (Figures 2.23 and 2.29). The 
letters were all delineated with dark blue pigment, which made 
their relief even more pronounced, with a light green border running 
along the top of the inscription band. Despite the use of colour, the 
final appearance is more akin to the high-relief cut brick or ter-
racotta inscriptions which can be found on the exterior of numerous 

Figure 2.21 Qarakhanid coin minted in Uzgend in 398 (1007–8) naming 
Nasr ibn ‘Ali with Qur’an 9:33 around the edge (author’s collection).
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 buildings across the region than that of most internal stucco inscrip-
tions of the period.

The inscription has suffered extensive losses, but Nastich and 
Kochnev managed to read most of what remains. They identified 
the name of the Qarakhanid patron of the building, Mu‘izz al-Dawla 
‘Abbas,47 who was the son of the person for whom it was built as 
a final resting place. Another long section remains intact and the 
text concludes with the shahada.48 The text appears to have been 
composed as a poem, with the syllable -ar repeated at the end, but 
it is too fragmentary to determine the meter.49 Blair’s version of the 
Persian text is only partial,50 but Nastich has translated additional 
elements of the latter part of the inscription, which are given follow-
ing the Persian text below. The text starts on the west wall and the 
most complete reading is given by Allegranzi as:51

اين خوابگه معزدولت ملك نام دار
فرزند سيف دولت آن مير و شهيد

آن فرمود تا اثر بود از]...[ زمان كاثار
]...[ بماند از خلق يادگار ]...[ ر ح]...[ ا ]...[ عدلت حق دارد

ھر جايگاه بينى آثار بين ]...[ مارىار
عر ىر كرد )?( ]...[ اورا بفضل خويش

اندر سراى خويش مرو را عر ىر دار
ال إله إال هللا و محمد رسول هللا

 This is the repository of Mu‘izz-i Dawla Malik, son of Sayf-i 
Dawla, that sovereign and martyr. He ordered that a sign should 
be … epoch when relics… [may there] remain a memory from the 
people … have the right to enjoy your justice … [may] everyone 
seeing [this] place see a memorial … him with his dignity in his 
[own] palace, requite him according to [his] glory. There is no god 
but God and Muhammad is his messenger.

Figure 2.22 Shah Fazl tomb: drawings of sections of the high-relief Persian inscription 
band at the top of the walls (after Nastich and Kochnev, 1988, p. 72, fig. 2).
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Upper roundel inscriptions

The recess of each of the four cardinal polylobed arches in the octag-
onal zone of transition had a central roundel, slightly smaller than 
those on the walls below, which also featured Kufic inscriptions 
around the edges. Two retain enough to decipher: the one in the 
south, which has bismillah al-Rahman al-Rahim, followed by Qur’an 
45:36–7 (Figure 2.24); and the one in the east, which has [bismi]llah 
al-Rahman al-Rahim, 
followed by an as yet 
unidentified verse (Figure 
2.25). In both cases the 
inscription starts at the 
three o’clock position.

In both of the surviving 
upper roundel inscrip-
tions52 the final mim 
letters have an extended 
vertical tail ending with a 
foliated tip on the outside 
edge of the roundel. This 
is in contrast to those on 
the lower roundels, but 
is similar to the elabo-
rate foliated and knotted 

Figure 2.23 Shah Fazl tomb: high-relief Persian inscription band detail and quatrefoil 
band (west wall).

Figure 2.24 Shah Fazl tomb: south upper 
roundel.
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Kufic Persian inscription band located above at the top of the zone 
of transition. Despite the roundel inscriptions being considerably 
smaller and more simple, and in a different language to that of the 
horizontal band, the use of common decorative motifs serves to tie 
the entire programme of inscriptions inside the tomb together into 
a more cohesive whole. These roundels in the zone of transition 
feature even more intricate and complex geometric patterns than 
those on the lower walls of the tomb and are a tour de force of the 
stucco carver’s art.

Painted/incised inscriptions

The spandrels of each of the eight polylobed arches of the zone 
of transition feature carved stucco roundels in the outer corners 
(Figure 2.13). The majority of the inscriptions in the tomb are also 
in carved or applied relief stucco, but the sections on either side 
of the central decorative stucco motif at the apex of the arches 
featured painted Kufic text repeating al-mulk. These inscriptions 
are now lost, but are visible in one of Cohn-Wiener’s photographs. 
The image is not very clear, and the line drawing in Figure 2.26 is 
only a close approximation of the original appearance. The form of 
hasta tip is not quite as exaggerated as the ones in the inscription 
band above the dado, and is comparable with those found in the 
upper inscription bands inside the Nasr ibn ‘Ali tomb in Uzgend, 
discussed in the following chapter. The area around the text fea-
tured extensive ornamentation, including what appears to look like 
a peony motif in the space above the elongated kaf, but the only 
extant photograph of the section is too indistinct to be certain of its 
original appearance.

The inscription is delineated in a similar manner to the one 
around the rim of the roundel on the west wall of the tomb, with 

Figure 2.25 Shah Fazl tomb: east upper roundel inscription detail.
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a qalam-like tip on the bottom of the alif, but, in contrast to the 
stucco example, the tip of the alif is rounded,53 unlike the rest of the 
letters. In addition, the extended top of the mim has an exaggerated 
hasta tip, which is a motif not generally seen on Kufic mims, and 
the beginning of the upper section of the elongated kaf has a similar 
treatment.

Upper Persian inscription band

The upper inscription band, located above the polylobed arches at the 
top of the octagonal zone of transition, was almost perfectly intact 
in the early twentieth century54 and the entire 26-m length has been 
translated. This foundational text, written in rhyming Persian, is 
the earliest surviving example of a tradition that continued later in 
the eleventh century at the Ribat-i Malik, north of Bukhara,55 and 
into the early twelfth century at the Ghaznavid palace of Mas‘ud III 
at Ghazna.56 The text, written in mudari‘ akhrab makfuf mahduf 
meter rhyming in aft, gives the name of the person buried in the 
tomb, the Qarakhanid Muhammad ibn Nasr, who was, despite being 
vassal to his brother Ibrahim, the person who had the real political 
and military power in the region.57

Although the entire inscription has been drawn, a close exami-
nation of the early photographs is required in order to understand 
the extent of the background decoration that augments the highly 
ornamented lettering and is not included in the extant drawings58 
(Figures 2.27 and 2.28). The hastae tips are unusually decorative for 
a Qarakhanid inscription, and are yet another factor that make this a 
unique structure. Several of the short vertical letters have a thin line 
extending up and then swelling out in to a hasta tip of the kind seen 
in the lowest of the three bands of inscriptions, keeping a connection 
between the two, despite the increased level of ornamentation in the 
uppermost band. The text formerly read:59

Figure 2.26 Shah Fazl tomb: drawing of one section of the (lost) painted 
al-mulk repeats in the spandrels of the zone of transition arches.
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اين جايگاه خوابگه سيف دولت است
ملكان كه راد مرد بد وعز نام يافت

تا زنده بود دولت وكردار حق بروى
چون آفتاب بر ھمه عالم ھمى بتافت

چون سير شد ز ملكت فانى شهيد گشت
فانى نماند و رفت بملك بقا شتافت

از ديدگان خلق روان است خون دل
تا وى شهيد گشت ورخ از دوستان بتافت

الملك هلل

 This place is a repository of Sayf-i dawlat Malikan, who was 
a generous man and acquired the glorious name. While he was 
alive, fortune and righteous deeds were shining above him like 
the sun [shines] above the entire world. When he got satiated with 
[that] perishable domain he became a martyr, stayed not [among 
the] perishable and departed hastening into the stream of eternity. 
Bitter tears are streaming from the eyes of the people, since he has 
become a martyr and averted [his] face from his friends. Dominion 
belongs to God.

The punctured star-shaped patterns are found in the circular sec-
tions of decoration within the background of the high-relief Persian 

Figure 2.27 Shah Fazl tomb: upper Persian inscription band drawing (after 
Nastich and Kochnev, 1988, p. 69, fig. 1).
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inscription band at the top of the walls (Figure 2.23), as well as 
within at least two of the large roundels on the walls below.60 They 
fit into a style seen across the wider corpus of early Iranian Islamic 
stucco decoration. Similar examples can be seen in an eleventh-
century mihrab at the Masjid-i Pa Minar in Zavareh, as well as the 
earlier mihrab at the mosque in Na’in of c. 960, both of which are 
located in central Iran.61 However, in both these Iranian examples 

Figure 2.28 Shah Fazl tomb: final (south) section of the upper Persian 
inscription band.

Figure 2.29 Shah Fazl tomb: southwest corner upper section of the wall (after 
Babakhanov, 1962, pl. 13).
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the punctured ornament is on the surface of high-relief foliate ele-
ments rather than on the flat surface, around either an inscription or 
within a larger flat geometric composition, as is the case at the Shah 
Fazl tomb. A similar technique was also used on the walls of the 
Banujirid mosque in the second palace at Hulbuk, datable to between 
the 970s and 1060s. As with the tomb, the Banujirid mosque also had 
a dado with lobed blind arches, an upper register which featured large 
roundels with Kufic inscriptions around the rim, and an inscription 
band running along the top of the walls.62 These similarities in both 
layout and detail suggest that the seemingly unique decoration of the 
Shah Fazl tomb is the best preserved example of what may well have 
been a more common regional style, one which drew on earlier tradi-
tions and transcended variations in both typology and patronage.63
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CHAPTER THREE

The Development of a Style: 
Three Qarakhanid Tombs at Uzgend

Having examined the earliest intact example of Qarakhanid 
funerary architecture, attention now turns to the earliest fragmen-
tary tomb, followed by the two later tombs connected to it. This 
series of buildings span the broad period of Qarakhanid rule, with 
the earliest, and largely rebuilt, tomb attributed to Nasr ibn ‘Ali 
ibn Musa (d. 1013).1 He was the first Qaghan of Farghana, and his 
tomb represents what is probably the earliest surviving architectural 
remnant of the dynasty. In contrast, the latest tomb, added to the 
south of the central structure and dated 1186, represents, along with 
the minaret in Vabkent and the portal of the Chashma-i Ayyub mazar 
near Bukhara, the final phase of Qarakhanid architectural develop-
ment. The process of stylistic development is clearer to establish 
in Uzgend than elsewhere in the region as there is another tomb, 
attached to the north and dated 1152–3, which gives an example of 
something approximating the mid-point as well. All three structures 
have a square plan with a single dome on an octagonal zone of transi-
tion and feature a single pishtaq portal on the west side (Figures 3.1 
and 3.2).2

The three structures are near the centre of Uzgend, a town near 
Osh, at the eastern end of the Farghana Valley in Kyrgyzstan. 
Located just to the east of the confluence of the Yassy and the 
Karadarya rivers and thus protected to the north, south and west, 
Uzgend was one of twelve cities in Farghana with mints known to 
have been in operation during the Qarakhanid period.3 It became the 
capital of the entire dynasty in the early eleventh century, during 
the reign of Nasr ibn ‘Ali ibn Musa and subsequently, after the 
division of the Qarakhanid lands into two separate regions, it was 
the capital of the eastern Qarakhanid confederacy from 1025 under 
Yusef Qadir Khan.4

The tombs are southeast of the site of the main mosque of the 
city,5 of which only the minaret survives.6 They were originally 
surrounded by a number of other tombs, dated to the twelfth century 
and now known only from archaeological excavations in the area 
by Zasipkin.7 There is a clear formal and decorative relationship 
between the three Uzgend tombs, as well as strong links to the 
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two surviving examples of earlier Samanid funerary architecture.8 
However, what is striking is that although both have a square ground 
plan, the external aesthetics of the first Uzgend tomb and the tomb 
in Safid Buland are entirely different from each other. The clear-
est differences between the two is the far greater degree of vertical 
attenuation, coupled with a complete lack of external decoration and 
no monumental pishtaq portal at the Shah Fazl tomb.

All three of the tombs at Uzgend have been addressed by numer-
ous scholars since the site was first mentioned by Fedchenko in 

Figure 3.1 The current state of the three Qarakhanid tombs in Uzgend.

Figure 3.2 Uzgend tombs: current ground plan.
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1871,9 with most of the literature, as is the case for much of the 
literature on Qarakhanid architecture, being in Russian. The most 
notable exception is Cohn-Wiener’s short study of the monument 
in his volume on the architecture of Turan, published in German in 
1930.10 The following analysis starts with the earliest tomb, in the 
centre, and runs chronologically, addressing the tomb added to the 
north, and then the southern one.

The three buildings are fundamentally very similar, with a pishtaq 
on the west façade, stone foundations and lower superstructure, 
along with a square floor plan and an octagonal zone of transition 
supporting a dome. Large engaged corner columns are employed all 
around the Jalal al-Din Husayn tomb to the north, but only on the 
pishtaq of the Southern tomb (Figures 3.1 and 3.4). In all three cases, 
with the exception of the base section, the structures are brick-built, 
with terracotta panels employed for much of the decoration, along-
side extensive use of stucco.

Nasr ibn ‘Ali tomb

After having examined the limited corpus of surviving Samanid 
architecture in Chapter One, it is possible to draw a number of com-
parisons between the earlier structures and the Nasr ibn ‘Ali tomb. 
The close formal and stylistic links suggest a chronological proximity 
to these structures, especially to the ‘Arab Ata tomb at Tim, dated 
977.11 However, the increase in scale and the use of two pishtaqs rather 
than one show that there was an innovative and dynamic approach 
to the design and construction of monumental funerary architecture 
under the Qarakhanids from the early decades after their defeat of the 
Samanids onwards. The craftsmen were working firmly in the local 
tradition, but were clearly willing to develop 
and modify, as well as introduce new materi-
als and techniques to the established regional 
methods of construction. The most reliable 
source for the foundation date of the first of 
the three tombs in Uzgend, referred to as being 
that of the Ilig Khan, is in Jamal al-Qarshi’s 
Mulhaqat, which gives the date as 1011–12.12

Although damaged, the supports of the 
corner squinch show a similar use of muqar-
nas as seen at Tim, as well as the use of the 
pronounced central rib (Figure 3.5), a motif 
that came to be associated with funerary 
and other monumental architecture in the 
regions under Qarakhanid control. It is a 
regional motif inherited from Samanid-era, 
and possibly even earlier, regional architec-
tural traditions.

Figure 3.3 Nasr ibn ‘Ali tomb: 
original ground plan.
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Figures 3.2 and 3.3 are new ground plans, and while not signifi-
cantly different from earlier published examples,13 the latter pro-
vides more details as to the original plan of the Nasr ibn ‘Ali tomb. 
The diminution in size over time, presumably a mark of respect for 
the people buried in the earlier structure, is clearest when viewed 
from the rear (Figure 3.4), especially when comparing the Jalal al-Din 
Husayn tomb and the Southern tomb, as they appear almost the 
same when viewed from the front. This is due in part to the increased 
attenuation of the, albeit restored, upper section of the Southern 
tomb pishtaq.

Alongside the remaining structural evidence, which is the 
primary resource, the main publication of the building is the book 
by Goryacheva, based on her doctoral thesis and excavations of the 
site in 1962–3 and 1970–2, which was published in 1983.15 In addi-
tion, the most complete record of the state of the building prior to 
its reconstruction are the drawings by Krukov in his study of the 
restoration of the monument, published in 1967.16 Reproduced in 
Figure 3.6, the drawings demonstrate just how much of the building 
that can be seen today is of twentieth-century vintage, and gives a 
greater sense as to which of the elements are original than can be 
determined from a study of the extant photographs alone.

Tomb exterior

The square-plan tomb features large engaged columns on each 
corner,17 all but one of which is incorporated into a pishtaq, with 

Figure 3.4 Uzgend tombs: rear view.
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Figure 3.5 Nasr ibn ‘Ali tomb: interior north corner before restoration (Cohn-Wiener).14
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only the column on the northernmost corner engaged with a plain 
wall on each side. The rear wall has a rough stone foundation two 
courses high, with a plinth above consisting of nine courses of 
irregular-sized bricks. On this sit the two rear columns and the main 
wall, built with double-stacked courses of alternating long and short 
bricks. Each of these double courses is offset so that there are two 
half-bricks on top of the middle of two full bricks (Figure 3.4).

Strapwork

Probably the most important aspect of the albeit limited remaining 
external decoration of the building is the section of baked-brick 
strapwork with incised stucco infill, located on the lower left section 
of the main framing band of decoration on the pishtaq (Figure 3.7). 
The brick sections, all of which are 4 cm thick, are set into the 
mortar bed and project out only as far as the surface of the rest of the 
surrounding bricks on either side of the band of decoration. In addi-
tion to the geometric strapwork there are incised vegetal curvilinear 
patterns in the mortar between the bricks. The basic compositional 
unit is a square, made up of four overlapping half octagons that 

Figure 3.6 Nasr ibn ‘Ali tomb: appearance before restoration (after 
Krukov, 1967, p. 167, fig. 2).
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create a cross with pointed tips in the centre. When the units repeat 
they are connected with a quarter octagon on each side, creating an 
eight-pointed star.18 This pattern was subsequently employed on the 
stucco panels applied to the intrados of the pishtaq arch of the tomb 
to the north, added in 1152, in a clear attempt to create a unified 
aesthetic across the two structures.19 This rare surviving section 
of the pishtaq is one of the earliest examples of a mode of decora-
tion that came to dominate Persianate architecture in the following 
centuries. An almost identical section of strapwork can be seen used 
as a border inside the entrance arch of the caravanserai portal in 
Kunya Urgench, but the eight-pointed star section is compressed, 
and instead of vegetal stucco there are turquoise and dark blue glazed 

Figure 3.7 Nasr ibn ‘Ali tomb: drawing (left) and photograph (right) of strapwork 
decoration on the lower left of the west pishtaq.
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tiles. The use of glaze is evidence for a later date, but the exact date 
of the building remains unknown.20

Reconstructing the lost southern pishtaq

It was not until the reconstruction work by Soviet restorers that it 
became apparent that the original incarnation of the building was 
not that of one with a single pishtaq, but with two, as sections of the 
original terracotta decoration were revealed. A small reconstruction 
drawing was published in 1967, along with an image of one of the 
cross-shaped tiles.21

Although the original south pishtaq was obscured by the addition 
of the third tomb to the complex in 1186, four sections of the original 
decoration have been revealed as a result of the removal of parts 
of the later structure during the restoration process (Figure 3.10). 
These show that, unlike the west pishtaq, the southern one had a 
cavetto frame like the one at the ‘Arab Ata tomb at Tim. The largely 
obscured pishtaq featured a number of differently shaped terracotta 
inserts and incised stucco patterns, on both flat and curved surfaces, 
including engaged columns as well as the cavetto frame. However, 
it does not appear to have had an inscription band.22 A small area to 
the left of what is now the doorway from the Southern tomb reveals 
that the wall was covered in a thin coat of stucco with incised lines 
creating the pattern of fictive bricks and mortar beds. This is very 
similar to the decoration in and immediately below the squinches on 
the interior of the Nasr ibn ‘Ali tomb.

Figure 3.8 Nasr ibn ‘Ali tomb: surviving portion of inscription band on the lower left of 
the west pishtaq.
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There are also revealed sections of the two engaged columns flank-
ing the central door recess, as well as the intricate terracotta mosaic 
decoration in the cavetto band and an outer frame, with an outset 
fret featuring vegetal incised stucco in the background. This outer 
frame is almost identical to the lower decorative band on the shaft 
of the nearby minaret.23 These sections, although fragmentary, allow 
for a reconstruction of the likely original cross-section of the south-
ern pishtaq, as well as the overall appearance of the tomb, shown in 
Figure 3.9. The plan, along with the location of three of the revealed 
sections, is shown in Figure 3.10.24

Tomb interior

Inside the tomb each corner is filled with a squinch, creating an 
octagonal zone of transition upon which the dome rested. The inte-
rior is perfectly square, with each side measuring 8.52 m, and it is 
constructed of bricks that measure 30 cm2, with thicknesses that 
vary between 3 cm and 3.5 cm. This makes them both larger and 
thinner than the bricks used in the two later tombs.25 The walls 

Figure 3.9 Nasr ibn ‘Ali tomb: hypothetical reconstruction of the original appearance.
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feature a unique bond which may be best described as a double-stack 
Flemish bond26 and is not seen on any other buildings in the region. 
By incising connecting lines into the vertical and horizontal mortar 
beds, with the vertical lines being two bricks high and the horizontal 
lines the length of one quarter brick, the craftsmen created a simple 
geometric pattern across the entire surface of the wall. In doing so, 
they have given what would otherwise be plain brick walls a far 
greater sense of dynamism (Figure 3.5).

Squinch

The most intact original squinch is the one in the north corner, and 
it, along with the surrounding area, retains several small sections 
which show a variety of the different methods of decoration. While 
much cannot be known about the original appearance of the interior 
of the tomb, the extensive losses to the structure have revealed some 
information about the internal methods of construction. Cohn-
Wiener’s image (Figure 3.5) shows a large wooden beam embedded 
above the squinch. This was used to transfer a large portion of the 
load from the dome onto the walls of the lower, square section of 
the building, rather than through the arch of the squinch itself. 
This allowed time for the mortar to set, and so while it was eventu-

Figure 3.10 Nasr ibn ‘Ali tomb: south pishtaq reconstruction and location of visible 
elements.
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ally rendered structurally redundant, the timber tied the structure 
together and allowed for faster construction, as well as a reduction 
in weight.

Each of the corners of the octagonal zone of transition feature 
engaged colonnettes built up with alternating bands of three verti-
cally set bricks separated by a single horizontal one.27 Each squinch 
has a narrow pronounced central rib, with a narrow void running 
down the middle of the two muqarnas cells in the corner below it. 
The inside and outside edges of the arch, where they meet the intra-
dos, have a rib with an octagonal profile. This originally featured 
geometric stucco decoration consisting of diamond and extended 
hexagonal forms (Figures 3.5 and 3.11). Although this is a relatively 
simple pattern, neither the pattern nor the technique occur elsewhere 
in the corpus. The joints are black, and each segment appears to be 
added as a tile-like section, rather than incised into a uniform layer of 
stucco over the whole rib. This method, coupled with the two-tone 
appearance, presages the later use of glazed tiles in the architecture 
of the region under the Timurids and speaks to the innovation of the 
designers of the Nasr ibn ‘Ali tomb.

Inside the squinch the bricks were covered with a coat of plaster 
into which a fictive pattern of brickwork was incised, on a somewhat 
larger scale than the actual bricks underneath (Figure 3.5). A slightly 
smaller-scale brick pattern was incised into the band immediately 
below the squinch. Within this band are two single, wide muqarnas 
cells with a polylobed edge and vegetal ornament, from which the 
squinch arch springs on either side. Two similar cells, but half as 
wide, form a small squinch in the corner of the band. They have a 
narrow slit in the centre, marking a reversal of the narrow projecting 
rib in the centre of the large squinch above. In between the wide 
muqarnas cell, supporting the squinch arch, and the two narrow 
cells in the corner there is a blind arch panel featuring the same orna-
ment. The top of the band features a small tripartite cornice with a 
band of recessed circles in the wider lower register.

As a result of the losses to the interior of the building, it is possible 
to identify two different stages in the application of the decoration. 
After the entire height of the four walls of the interior was covered 

Figure 3.11 Nasr ibn ‘Ali tomb: squinch arch rib decoration (drawing of 
flattened pattern).
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with a thin coat of plaster and had the interconnecting vertical and 
horizontal lines incised, an additional coat of rough mortar was 
applied in a band under the muqarnas cells supporting the squinch 
and filling the corner. On top of this a thin coat of stucco was 
applied, into which the cursive inscriptions described below were 
incised. The appearance of the incised lines is softened by the edges 
being curved, adding to the overall fluidity of the script (Figure 3.12). 
It is not entirely clear if there was a significant chronological gap 
between the initial phase of decoration and the later inscription band. 
However, inconsistencies in the pattern underneath the inscription, 
visible below the wide blind arch panel in Figure 3.5, suggests that it 
was not meant to be seen, and that the inscription band was part of 
the original design schema rather than a significantly later addition.

Inscriptions

The interior of the tomb features just four small fragments of what 
was originally a far more extensive programme of inscriptions. Much 
like the interior of the Shah Fazl tomb in Safid Buland, there is a mix 
of different styles of epigraphy, with the three fragmentary sections 
of the main inscription band at the top of the walls featuring differ-
ent ornamentation. In addition, another far smaller style can be seen 
in the small section which remains in the tympanum of the arch in 
the centre of the zone of transition over the north wall (Figure 3.13).

The only legible section of the four fragmentary inscriptions is 
the part of the upper band in the north corner, on the wall against 
the attached tomb of Jalal al-Din Husayn. It is the opening of Qur’an 
9:43, a verse which concerns the need for jihad:

عفا هللا...

May God forgive you…

The epigraphy, incised into the flat plaster surface, includes a single 
interlace of the final alif of ‘afa and the initial alif of Allah. Close 
examination reveals there is an apparent error in the planning of the 
curvilinear decoration which is attached to the left side of the fa. 
What appears to be a split palmette hasta tip, similar to one on the 
fragmentary inscription band on the façade of the tomb, does not in 
fact connect with anything (Figure 3.12 (left)). This suggests that the 
inscription represents a new epigraphic style, one still at an early 
phase of development. The second surviving section has lost all the 
lower section of the letters, making it entirely unreadable, yet the 
surviving decoration of the hasta means it is still useful in under-
standing the nature of the ornamentation of the script (Figure 3.12 
(right)). What little that does survive suggests that the second section 
has a rather more sinuous and flowing approach, and indicates the 
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work of two different hands. The hastae are not all the same length, 
with one bent forward and featuring a particularly elaborate tendril 
extending backwards. The last surviving part of the inscription band 
is the smallest, with only a couple of hastae tips remaining, but even 
these are noteworthy, as one of them features an upward turning 
curve on the left of the tip in a manner not seen on any of the hastae 
tips in the other two sections (Figure 3.13 (left)). The integration 
of the text and decoration, rather than a division between text and 
background decoration, and the fluid curvilinear form of the inscrip-
tion, give this unique script a powerful sense of purity not seen in 
others of the period. The band of epigraphy is c. 70 cm high28 and 
appears originally to have run all around the interior near the top of 
the square section of the tomb.

The fourth surviving section of epigraphy is located in the tym-
panum of the arch on the north wall, between the two squinches. 
This inscription band is much smaller, being only c. 10 cm high, 
with carved stucco decoration below, featuring what appears to be an 
elaborate diaper pattern29 (Figure 3.13 (right)). Like the tomb in Safid 

Figure 3.12 Nasr ibn ‘Ali tomb: surviving portions of upper inscription band in the 
north corner (left) and south corner (right).

Figure 3.13 Nasr ibn ‘Ali tomb: surviving portion of upper inscription band in the north 
corner (left) and tympanum inscription band (right).
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Buland, this upper inscription band is smaller and features a less 
elaborate script. Although fragmentary, the survival of this small 
section suggests that all four blind arches may have been decorated 
in a similar manner, which would have made the interior of the 
tomb far more decorative that it appears today.

In addition to the internal inscriptions, on the lower left portion 
of the inner frame of the surviving pishtaq a small fragment of 
an inscription band survives. All that remains are three bifurcated 
foliate hastae tips, but this is enough to demonstrate not only the 
presence of a large inscription on the outside of the building, but 
also that there was a degree of epigraphic aesthetic unity from the 
outside to the inside of the tomb, the difference in media notwith-
standing30 (Figure 3.8). The style of the hastae decoration is similar 
to that seen on the Ghaznavid palace in Ghazna,31 and supports the 
case for there having been a common visual language across Central 
Asia in this medieval period. While it is clear that some character-
istics were specific to the architecture built under the patronage of 
individual dynasties, others were more generally applied across the 
wider region. The location of the inscription, as well as its content, 
on this side of the building may well explain why the Jalal al-Din 
Husayn tomb was added next to this pishtaq rather than the other 
one, now obscured by the Southern tomb.32

Although there are only fragmentary remains of the inscriptions 
on the central tomb, the presence of Persian on both of the flanking 
tombs, as well as the earliest known example of Persian on Islamic 
architecture being at the Shah Fazl tomb at Safid Buland of c. 1055,33 
makes it likely that there was originally at least some Persian used 
on the Nasr ibn ‘Ali tomb as well.

The two pishtaqs of the tomb faced the Qaradarya River to the 
south, and the citadel to the west.34 The lack of significant known 
structures with a clear view of the other two sides (although the 
Friday Mosque was not far away to the northwest), may explain 
the reason for their total lack of ornamentation. The tomb in its 
original incarnation appears to sit somewhat uneasily in the line of 
development, after the four similarly decorated facets of the Samanid 
tomb in Bukhara, and the single pishtaq portal at Tim. The Uzgend 
tomb appears to look both forward and backward, and is perhaps a 
testament to the innovative and dynamic process of architectural 
development that was underway in the region in the eleventh century.

The Jalal al-Din Husayn tomb

The second of the tombs to be built on the site is far better preserved 
than the first, and while it has had some restoration, the majority 
of the original decoration, as well as the underlying structure, has 
survived. Built for Jalal al-Din Husayn, and dated 1152, it was, unlike 
the earlier tomb, built to be mono-directional from the start, with 
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just one pishtaq facing west (Figure 3.14). The north and east sides 
are unornamented brick walls, with one pointed-arch window let 
into the north wall. Unlike the other two tombs, the stone founda-
tions are only on the pishtaq side, with a short return on the north 
side, and the rest being brick right down to the foundations.

Whilst not a tiny building, it is markedly smaller than the earlier 
structure, and with no evidence for the interior having been orna-
mented to the extent that the Nasr ibn ‘Ali tomb was. It measures 
11.33 m on the north side and 10.27 m on the east,35 and clearly 
acknowledges the primacy and, by inference, the seniority and 
greater importance of the patron of the earlier tomb. It references, 
and to some extent copies, the earlier structure, but on a respectfully 
smaller scale. There is no evidence for there having been a third 
pishtaq on the tomb of Nasr ibn ‘Ali, which made the northern side 
the most obvious choice for the addition of a second tomb, as it did 
not obscure the other monumental pishtaq to the south, but still 
faced the citadel and was even closer to the nearby mosque. The 
addition created an oblong structure, and while the southern portal 
remained, it inevitably gave the now bipartite structure a westerly 
emphasis. In some ways this could be seen as a turning backwards, 
away from the innovation of the two-pishtaq format of the Nasr ibn 
‘Ali tomb, towards the simpler format seen at the earlier ‘Arab Ata 
tomb at Tim as well as the Mir Sayyed Bahram tomb at Kermine. 
The portal of the Jalal al-Din Husayn tomb features a wide array 
of materials, patterns and techniques, as well as two very different 
inscription styles, one Kufic and one cursive.

The pishtaq shares the pre-existing corner column of the earlier 
tomb, with a similar, if slightly shorter, one built on the left side. 
The level of restoration is clear when the current  appearance, seen 

Figure 3.14 Jalal al-Din Husayn tomb: ground plan.
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in Figure 3.15, is compared with the state of the tomb prior to 1930 
(Figure 3.21). The lower section of the inner engaged columns, 
along with the triple arched decoration in the recessed tympanum, 
have seen the greatest degree of repair, along with the spandrel 
roundels, which are entirely new. The losses to the inner engaged 
columns, the patterns of which are examined below, show that 
rather than being built up with terracotta drums, they have a 
substructure of regular bricks, over which five bands of curved 
terracotta tile panels were applied, up to the height of the base of 
the vase-shaped capitals.

There is a clear stylistic difference between the decoration of the 
tympanum and that of the intrados of the arch into which it is 
recessed. Although both are stucco, the contrast in styles, coupled 
with the red terracotta bands of inscriptions in Kufic below and 
cursive above, makes for a richly ornamented and well-executed 
entrance pishtaq. The outer areas, whilst still ornamented, are at a 
lower register of decoration and truly frame the central area without 
distracting from it. As with the Namazgah in Bukhara, there are 

Figure 3.15 Jalal al-Din Husayn tomb pishtaq: appearance in 2015.
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 different shades of clay used to give a polychromatic, if almost 
entirely unglazed, effect to the whole composition. In addition to the 
white stucco, the spandrel tiles are a buff yellow, while the framing 
border and the decoration above have a deeper red colour.

Stucco decoration

There is background vegetal decoration in the recess of the main 
framing band of the pishtaq, in the manner of the surviving fragment 
of the Nasr ibn ‘Ali tomb, as well as on the nearby minaret,36 but the 
most significant section is found over the entrance in the tympanum 
of the recessed arch (Figure 3.22). Inside three blind shallow pointed 
arches, with a pair of tri-lobed arches above, are the largest surviving 
areas of high-relief vegetal stucco in the entire corpus of Qarakhanid 
architecture. The use of triple arches over the entrance of a tomb 
can be seen in the earlier ‘Arab Ata tomb in Tim, but the Uzgend 
example is far more sophisticated in terms of the quality and scale 
of the decoration.37 The triple arches and the single pishtaq may be a 
reference of sorts to the earlier monument at Tim, but the lost deco-
ration of the western pishtaq of the tomb to which it is connected 
is a more likely, and more direct, source. The form of the two upper 
tri-lobed arches is rarely seen in other examples of Qarakhanid archi-
tecture,38 but is repeated across all the carved marble dado panels 
from the Ghaznavid palace of Mas‘ud III in Ghazni.39

The borders of the arch frames themselves are also ornamented. 
The surface is incised with an angular strapwork interlace border, 
within which there is a vine rinceau. This is the same pattern, but 
on a smaller scale, as is used around the outside edge of the cursive 
Persian inscription on the face of the arch above.

Arch intrados

Although the intrados is superficially similar, in terms of both style 
and technique, to the same area on the monumental mihrab at the 
Namazgah in Bukhara, there are some significant differences.40 The 
decoration consists of an eight-pointed star and cross pattern, with 
vegetal background decoration, as well as an overlapping pattern 
employed to form the central cross in the cross-shaped sections of 
the pattern. There are four types of decoration inside the centre of the 
stars, two being eight-petal flowers, with those on the upper left side 
being plain, and the ones on the upper right having a drilled circle 
at the widest point of each petal. In contrast, the centres of the stars 
in the lower sections of the intrados feature two different quadripar-
tite curvilinear vegetal patterns which are similar, but not identical, 
to those employed in the surrounding areas (Figure 3.16). Elements 
of the execution of the pattern are similar to earlier Samanid-era 
stucco found at Nishapur.41 Even closer, in terms of both style and 
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location, are the wall revetment panels of carved stucco excavated in 
the citadel of Afrasiyab,42 which demonstrate the strong continuity 
of the style over the longue durée across Iran and Central Asia.

The stucco decoration in the intrados consists of oblong sec-
tions stacked horizontally, most of which consist of one full central 
eight-pointed star flanked by a half repeat on either side. The excep-
tions are the two lowest panels, which have one and a half repeats 
of the star in the centre, flanked by half and quarter repeats, respec-
tively, on either side and the panel on the left side of the apex. The 
underlying geometrical pattern, consisting of an eight-pointed star 
and pointed-tip cross, is common to the architecture of the region. 
However, the addition of a secondary level of simpler strapwork, 
with overlapping lines in the cross-sections and elongated circles 
overlapping and underlapping the star sections,43 as well as all the 
background scrolling vegetal infill, make this a unique and striking 
composition.

The use of modular units to create a continuous whole, with a 
far more complex appearance than that of the individual units, is 
employed across the portal, on the spandrels, the intrados and the 
inscriptions, as well as on a smaller scale with the terracotta inserts 
in the large framing sections.

Figure 3.16 Jalal al-Din Husayn tomb: intrados decoration and detail.
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Glazed accent

As can be seen across the Islamic architecture of Eurasia, from 
Anatolia in the west, across Iran and into Central Asia, the period 
between the eleventh and the twelfth centuries saw a rise in the use 
of glazed accents. This process can be seen to have been underway 
in the architecture of the Qarakhanids as much as it was in build-
ings with Seljuq or Ghurid patrons. Although more examples can be 
found in the monuments in Bukhara, examined in the next chapter, 
there is one surviving fragment of glazed decoration on the complex 
of three tombs in Uzgend. It is located at the apex of the pishtaq arch 
of the Jalal al-Din Husayn tomb (Figure 3.17), and consists of two 
separate pieces, a rectangle above an irregular pentagon. Although 
glazed, the resulting shape is the same as can be seen at the apex of 
several arches on other Qarakhanid buildings, when the frame of one 
spandrel crosses over and becomes the frame of the arch below on 
the opposite side.44

Spandrel

There are a series of irregularly shaped terracotta tiles in the span-
drels which are incised with lines delineating interlocking rectangles 
of equal sizes. Each tile is attached to the building with a single iron 
nail with a large flat head, inserted through the centre of the tile 
(Figure 3.17). This incised pattern echoes, on a smaller scale and not 
in relief, the pattern on the framing panels around the edge of the 

Figure 3.17 Jalal al-Din Husayn tomb: glazed tiles at the apex of the pishtaq arch.
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portal. The method of attachment is most unusual, and is not seen 
on other surviving buildings in the corpus.

Inner columns and capitals

The vase-shaped capitals atop the two inner columns fit squarely 
into the Qarakhanid tradition, with the same form seen on numerous 

twelfth-century buildings in and around Bukhara.45 They feature 
vegetal ornament on the curved corner sections, but the main 
facets are plain save for a band of pearl roundels46 around the edge 
(Figure 3.18). Below the capitals, the decorative outer cladding on 
the cylindrical columns was almost entirely lost at the time Cohn-
Wiener photographed the building. However, small surviving sec-
tions beneath each of the capitals can be seen in Figure 3.18. As 
with so much of the decoration on the three tombs in Uzgend, the 
pattern on the columns is unique, and the replacement sections 
added during the restoration are clearly an authentic recreation 
of the original design. It consists of a curvilinear pattern with a 
smooth surface, and is very different from the rectilinear pattern 
on the inner columns of the Southern tomb, which have a deep V 
cut into the surface of the strapwork.

Outset fret frame decoration

The outermost of the frames on the pishtaq is bordered on the 
outside edge by a section of double-stack brickwork, with each 
course having a full and a half brick. The rising joints are incised 
with three vertical lines, but unlike the section of incised lines in 
the brickwork either side of the door, there are no connecting lines 
in the bed joints and no overlap sections.47 The inside edge of the 
frame features a plain cavetto, while the main decoration consists 
of a simple lozenge pattern built up of a square modular unit com-
prising two short stacked bricks, with a wide mortar bed between 
them.48 What would otherwise be a somewhat plain pattern is enliv-
ened by the recessed areas being filled with a stucco layer featuring 
carved vegetal ornament. This is very similar to the type of patterns 
seen in the frames of facets of the octagonal base of the nearby 
minaret.49 Although the carvings have been largely replaced with 
modern restorations, sections of the original work survive in the 
middle of the second repeat from the ground on the right-hand side, 
shown in Figure 3.19.

The inner flat frame of outset fret brick decoration is on a smaller 
scale than the outer frame and is entirely geometrical.50 It features 
the same sort of cross pattern as seen on the inner engaged columns 

Figure 3.18 Jalal al-Din Husayn tomb: inner column decoration and 
capital (Cohn-Wiener).
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of the largely obscured southern pishtaq of the Nasr ibn ‘Ali tomb, 
but without the vegetal decoration in the recess. Instead there is 
simply a small square set into the middle (Figure 3.21).

Mortar bed strapwork

The panels of brickwork on either side of the door consist of short 
bricks double-stacked and are the only relatively plain sections of 
brickwork on the entire pishtaq.51 In the bed mortar joints there are 
pairs of incised lines which create a single strap, while the rising 
joints feature pairs of straps which bifurcate at the top and bottom, 
in order to create a continuous pattern (Figure 3.20). Unlike the 
earlier, and somewhat simpler, examples inside the Nasr ibn ‘Ali 
tomb, these have an additional decorative element that then gives 
the appearance of overlapping interlace. A similar pattern is seen on 
a larger scale immediately above, in the frame around the inscription 
band and in the intrados of the arch. This is a common motif, found 
on numerous other buildings across a wide region as well as on 
contemporaneous coins issued by Qarakhanid and Khwarazmshah 
rulers.52

Figure 3.19 Jalal al-Din Husayn tomb: pishtaq outer frame detail.
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Cursive inscription

The tomb features two inscription bands, one on the face of the arch 
in a cursive script with fattened letter forms, and another in a rather 
mechanical form of knotted Kufic over the doorway. Although there 
are earlier examples of Persian inscriptions on Qarakhanid buildings, 
at the Ribat-i Malik and the Shah Fazl tomb,53 the earliest example 
in a cursive script, rather than Kufic, is the one on the Jalal al-Din 
Husayn tomb54 (Figure 3.22). The inscription, first published in full 
by Yakubovskiy in 1947,55 and subsequently examined by O’Kane in 
2009, describes the building as a dowlatkhane, taken in this context 
to mean an ‘auspicious abode’, which is a fairly unusual term for a 
mausoleum.56 This is followed by the date, the fourth of rabi II, 547, 
corresponding to 9 July 1152, and then a short Arabic prayer. The full 
text reads:57

آغاز كرده آمد بنا دولت خانه روز چهار شنبه چهارم ماه ربيع اخر
سال ݒانسد و چهل ھفت از ھجرت مصطفى محمد النبى

صلى هللا عليه و على آله واصحابه اجمعين الملك هلل

Auspicious abode built on the fourth of Rabi‘ II, 547 since the 
hijra of the Prophet Muhammad (followed by a prayer for him, his 
family and his companions) Dominion belongs to God.

The fattening of the short vertical shafts of the letter forms is 
similar to that seen on the highly eroded inscription on the portal 
of the Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque in Bukhara.58 The background 

Figure 3.20 Jalal al-Din Husayn Tomb: detail of incised strapwork decoration beside the 
doorway, with the frame of the Kufic inscription panel above.
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 decoration of the inscription features a curvilinear tendril decoration 
with stylised flowers and leaves, as well as a series of lone six-petal 
flowers placed below the inscription at irregular points. There are a 
few, limited examples of fictive hastae throughout the inscription, 
but while they help to maintain the vertical rhythm, the designer did 
not sacrifice legibility for aesthetics.

Although Persian is not seen on any surviving monuments built 
prior to the Qarakhanid period, Persian names and titles can be 

Figure 3.21 Jalal al-Din Husayn tomb: pishtaq prior to restoration (Cohn-
Wiener).
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found, albeit infrequently, on coins from the eastern provinces of 
the Islamic world from the ninth century onwards.59 Subsequently, 
from the later eleventh century onwards Persian names are found 
on the coins of a wider range of dynasties, from the Ildegüzids in the 
west, to the Great Seljuqs across the wider Iranian world, as well 
as those of the Ghaznavids and Qarakhanids in the east. However, 
somewhat surprisingly given their origins, Persian names and terms 
are virtually absent from Samanid coinage.60 The use of Persian on 
buildings, including the Jalal al-Din Husayn tomb, the Shah Fazl 
tomb and the Ribat-i Malik, as well as on contemporaneous coins, 
demonstrates the active penetration of Persian into various differ-
ent elements of Qarakhanid society which had previously been the 
exclusive preserve of Arabic.61 The extensive evidence for the use of 
Persian on Qarakhanid coinage, as well as the naturally more limited 
architectural examples suggests that it was an innovation of the 
Qarakhanid and Ghaznavid eras, and it is likely that Persian was not 
used on Samanid monuments.

The current appearance of the cursive inscription consists of 
modern replacement tiles, from after the word haft at the apex 
through to the springing of the arch at the end of al-sahaba. The full 
inscription was intact for Yakubovskiy to read it prior to 1947 and 
can be seen in Cohn-Wiener’s photo in Figure 3.22.

Figure 3.22 Jalal al-Din Husayn tomb: cursive Persian and Arabic 
inscription, and tympanum stucco decoration as they appeared before 
1930 (after Cohn-Wiener, 1930, pl. XIII).
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Kufic inscription

The second inscription on the tomb starts on the flanking wall 
 adjacent to the door and continues over the top of the door and 
onto the other flanking wall (Figures 3.23 and 3.24). Written in 
Arabic, it is executed in a rigidly composed knotted Kufic script. 
Although the central section is a modern restoration, the majority is 
original.62 It gives the titles of the deceased, followed by his name, 
and reads:63

الحاقان العادل االعظم
 جالل الدنيا و الدين الپ قيلچ ]تونگا بلگا ترك[ طغرل قراحاقان الحسين بن الحسن بن علي

مجتبى حليفة
هللا ناصر امير المومنين الملك

The greatest and just Khaqan, Jalal al-Dunya wa’l-Din, Alp Qilich 
al-Husayn ibn al-Hasan ibn ‘Ali, he who was chosen by God’s 
Caliph, assistant of the Commander of the Faithful, the sovereign.

The form of the first stroke of the reed pen (qalem) on paper is 
depicted not only at the top of the hastae and pseudo-hastae, as 
can be found on many lapidary and terracotta inscriptions across 
the wider Islamic world, but is also used at the bottom of letters64 
in order to maintain the almost mechanically rigid and striking 
symmetry of the composition of the inscription. In this instance, 
it appears to be the case that orthography is the slave to ornament. 
Where possible the designer has attempted to connect each pseudo-
hasta with the nearest letter form below, however tangential that 
connection might be. This can be seen in the detail in Figure 3.24, 
where both the ayn and the ya of ‘Ali are connected to the vertical 
elements above.65 The addorsed hastae tips which project from the 
eight-pointed stars all point straight up, but the alternating pairs that 
project from the diamond shapes in between cross over each other. 
This provides a degree of variation to the visual rhythm of the upper 
section of the inscription.

The use of carved vegetal decoration in all the areas around the 
letter forms is a style usually seen in the background mortar of 
outset fret brickwork.66 This element of the inscription band takes 
its aesthetic cue from both the nearby minaret and the pishtaq of the 
Nasr ibn ‘Ali tomb to which it is attached. However, the technique, 
carved into terracotta panels and surrounding a Kufic inscription, 

Figure 3.23 Jalal al-Din Husayn tomb: Kufic inscription over the door.
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is very uncommon. The only other surviving examples are seen 
on the even more elaborately carved knotted Kufic inscription in 
the cavetto, and the knotted Kufic at the top of the inner columns, 
both of which are on the pishtaq of the Southern tomb. These two 
examples mark the final efflorescence of a style which had been at 
its height in the eleventh century, and which was soon to be eclipsed 
by the increasing use of glazed tiles rather than carved stucco or 
unglazed terracotta ornament.

The compositional unity of the pishtaq as a whole is aided by 
the use of the same eight-petal flower motif. These are used inside 
several of the eight-pointed stars in the centre of the knotting of 
both the hastae and pseudo-hastae of the Kufic inscription, as well 
as on a larger scale and in stucco in the decoration of the intrados of 
the entrance arch above. This, along with the pattern at the bottom 
being similar to the one running around the outside edge of the 
cursive inscription on the outer face of the arch, has the effect of 
creating a sense of decorative unity in diversity, and demonstrates 
the sophisticated planning of the entire programme of ornamenta-
tion across the pishtaq.

Figure 3.24 Jalal al-Din Husayn tomb: detail of a single tile of the Kufic 
inscription over the door.
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Interior

The interior of the Jalal al-Din Husayn tomb does not feature any 
internal ornamentation,67 but the form of the squinches is signifi-
cantly different from those in the tomb next to it, as well as to the 
type seen in the later Southern tomb, discussed below. The interior 
of the squinch is entirely plain, with no central rib, and the face of 
the arch consists of a simple cavetto (Figure 3.25). The reason for 
the rejection of any form of internal decoration in the two later 
tombs remains unclear, and is in striking contrast to their external 
appearance, which in both cases draws heavily on the decorative 
vocabulary of the two Nasr ibn ‘Ali tomb pishtaqs.

Southern tomb

The third and final tomb was added in 1186 and is the smallest of all. 
This addition of a third structure changed the axial focus completely 
away from the south. The earlier southern pishtaq was obscured 
and the new structure only has a west-facing pishtaq portal, with 
the south-facing wall featuring just three pointed-arch recesses. The 
central one is now a window, with blind recesses either side, but 
originally all three were blind. This tripartite aesthetic reflected the 
new tripartite appearance created by the addition of a third pishtaq 
facing west.

The Southern tomb has a thick façade to the west in order to fit 
with the established aesthetic, but the other two walls added in the 

Figure 3.25 Jalal al-Din Husayn tomb: interior zone of transition.
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process of creating a third structure, to the south and east, are far 
thinner than any of the walls of the earlier two tombs (Figure 3.2). 
The pishtaq extends proportionally higher than those of the two 
earlier tombs in order to create a more proportional western aspect to 
the complex. However, the cornice does not wrap around the south-
ern side, making the reduced scale of the tomb more pronounced 
when viewed from the south, and especially so when viewed from 
the rear (Figure 3.4).

The foundations of the tomb are brick, above which is a 1-metre 
high stone section consisting of five courses of stone ashlars, with 
the rest of the structure being built of bricks. The west pishtaq 
features extensive terracotta tiles, both flat and cavetto, to create the 
decorative programme, with inscription bands as well as extensive 
areas of geometric decoration. While the Southern tomb is the most 
complete of the three, it has also had extensive repairs over the last 
eighty years. The missing sections of the inscription bands around 
the arch and framing the portal have been replaced with similarly 
decorated tiles, but without any lettering. In addition, like the other 
two buildings in the complex, the upper section of the pishtaq is a 
modern replacement (Figure 3.26).

Tympanum

The tympanum of the Southern tomb features terracotta tiles which 
are mostly square, except for some at the top and around the edges 
which are cut to fit inside the arch shape. There is a Greek key design 
around the border, but unlike the larger-scale example on the nearby 
minaret, the space in between the design has pearl roundels. This 
same motif is used on the strapwork decoration within the tympa-
num, as well as on the capitals and columns, the edge of the arch face 
inscription, and around the edges of the decorative panels framing 
the doorway. This repetition of the same motif across the pishtaq 
has the effect of unifying all the different decorative elements of the 
composition.

The strapwork pattern within the tympanum is built up with 
tiles that each have a quarter of the full pattern, which is somewhat 
unusual and is based around a heptagon and a square.68 The strapwork 
has a deep V cut into the surface, as is also seen on the strapwork on 
the inner columns. There is also another strapwork pattern, which 
underlaps and overlaps with the main one and features an unusual 
pointed-tip cruciform pattern. This underlying pattern is the main 
design used on the inner columns, but in that example the surface 
has the deep V used on the main pattern of the tympanum, rather 
than the pearl roundels. The use of the same patterns and the deep 
V on the surface suggest that the same craftsmen were responsible 
for both of these decorative elements of the building. A quarter of 
one of these pointed-tip crosses appears on two diagonally opposed 
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corners of each square tile, while the irregularly shaped edge tiles are 
custom cut to fit and include part of the Greek key border design as 
well (Figure 3.27). The tiles are very deeply pierced, with some voids, 
but the majority of the spaces between the strapwork are filled with 
ornament. In the pentagons there are five-pointed stars, while the 
heptagons have seven-pointed stars. The remaining areas, consisting 
of lozenges and various irregular shapes, feature an array of different 
vegetal designs.

Figure 3.26 Southern tomb: pishtaq prior to restoration (after Cohn-Wiener, 1930, 
pl. XV).
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Intrados

Although the intrados of the arch of the Southern tomb has strap-
work decoration similar to several other parts of the pishtaq, the 
pattern is carved into stucco rather than being built up of terracotta 
sections applied to the building. In this respect it follows the tech-
nique, if not the pattern, of the earlier Jalal al-Din Husayn tomb to 
the north. The complex densely knotted strapwork pattern has no 
internal ornament, but there is a border on both edges consisting of 
incised curvilinear ornament (Figure 3.28). The pattern is split at the 
apex by a simple overlapping strapwork section which accentuates 
the top of the arch. This echoes the same pattern in terracotta which 
runs along the bottom of the intrados before wrapping around onto 
the face of the arch and running up to the base of the spandrel, then 
bifurcates into a single border around them. The lines overlap to 
form the standard Qarakhanid motif at the apex of the arch.

Capitals

The vase-shaped capitals atop the inner cylindrical columns flanking 
the entrance of the pishtaq are among the largest and most highly 
decorated within the entire corpus of Qarakhanid architecture 
(Figure 3.29). The circular ornament in the main body of the capital 
is connected to the upper and outside edge with an interlacing band 
of pearl roundels which hark back to Sasanian and Soghdian art. The 

Figure 3.27 Southern tomb: tympanum pattern and border detail.



THE DEVELOPMENT OF A STyLE 83

swelling vegetation in the upper section corresponds closely with 
the ornament in the upper section of the cavetto inscription band, 
while the lower roundel is closer to the style seen in the stucco 
decoration inside the Shah Fazl tomb. The pattern consists of a series 
of intersecting arcs, and is in contrast to the similarly shaped capitals 
on the Jalal al-Din Husayn tomb to the north, which have the same 
pearl roundel border, but lack the central interlace and the ornament 
on the face. Instead, they have some vegetal ornament on the curved 
corner sections, which are plain on the Southern tomb capitals.

Columns

Below the capital there is a knotted Kufic inscription band, which 
sits atop a narrow band of highly decorative vegetal ornament (Figure 
3.41). These two bands are among the finest surviving examples 
of such work in terracotta in the entire region. The decoration is 
not entirely vegetal, and above a paired wing-like section there is a 
crescent shape with a vertical shaft running through it that appears 
to have some sort of, as yet unidentified, symbolic meaning. An 
identical motif, along with inverted wings, is used in the hood of 
the Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque portal in Bukhara, but without any 

Figure 3.28 Southern tomb: intrados and tympanum of arch.



84 MEDIEVAL MONUMENTS OF CENTRAL ASIA

surrounding vegetal ornament.69 Unfortunately, in neither case is 
there any evidence to support a theory as to why such a motif would 
be applied in such a prominent location, or what the meaning might 
have been.

The rest of the column shafts feature deep V-shaped grooves in 
the surface of geometric strapwork,70 which covers the area from 
the decorative band below the inscription at the top, right down 
to the two stone hemispheres separated by a stone sphere at the 
base of the columns (Figure 3.30). This technique is unusual in the 
region, but is very similar to the style of stone carving seen in the 

Figure 3.29 Southern tomb: left vase capital.
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contemporaneous architecture built far to the west in Anatolia 
under Rum Seljuq patronage.71 Every bit of space around and inside 
the strapwork is filled with a rich array of small patterns, including 
both geometric and vegetal motifs.

Moving from the capitals and columns towards the door, there are 
panels of decoration on the short walls at right angles to the main 
façade, flanking the entrance.72 At the top of each wall is a short 
inscription panel, addressed in the following section, below which 
there is a tall rectangular panel, with a square panel at the base. 

Figure 3.30 Southern tomb: detail of the surface ornament on the left-
hand inner column.
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Both feature different geometric patterns, and they are separated by a 
narrow band of vegetal ornament, all in terracotta (Figure 3.31). The 
upper, rectangular panel is fairly simple, based on a series of inter-
secting hexagons, each with a six-pointed star in the centre. Each full 
vertical repeat of the hexagonal pattern is 37.8 cm high,73 with each 
horizontal band consisting of two and a half repeats.

The square panel below is somewhat more complex and, unlike 
the panel above, the background areas are decorated with shallow 
vegetal patterns carved into stucco. The pattern is based around an 
eight-pointed star within an octagon and the surface of the strapwork 
is enlivened with a single deeply incised line in the middle.74 Unlike 
the patterns on the columns and in the tympanum, this does not 
result in a V-shaped surface. Instead, the edges of the surface are 
rounded, giving a softer and altogether different effect (Figure 3.31).

Door frame decoration

The door into the tomb is framed with a series of terracotta tiles with 
a pearl roundel border and a fairly simple geometric pattern based 
on triangles, with the resulting hexagons filled with a wide range 
of vegetal and geometric patterns (Figure 3.32). The area between 
the door and the flanking walls is 60 cm wide, and has a narrow 
brick border on the edge and then the terracotta panels, which are 
46 cm wide, set against the corner. In addition, the area above the 
door, and surrounding the rectangular void which must have held an 
additional, now lost inscription, features the same decoration. The 

Figure 3.31 Southern tomb: geometric panels flanking the door (close up of a quarter of 
the lower panel on the right).
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pattern is separated from the tympanum area above by a narrow band 
of scrolling vegetal decoration.

Framing decoration

The majority of the framing decoration on the pishtaq consists of 
inscriptions, but the main outer inscription is bordered by a narrow 
geometric band with a bevelled edge on the side facing the inscrip-
tion.75 The somewhat irregular pattern has numerous visible con-
struction lines.

The shallow incisions laid out by the craftsman to plan the pattern 
run across sections that they are not meant to, and also extend out 
into the frame edge (Figure 3.33). The first lines to be incised were 
the horizontal and vertical ones, after which the individual strap-
work elements of the pattern were laid out. The terracotta tile sec-
tions were individually incised and carved while leather-hard prior 
to firing, and then applied to the building. Such visible evidence of 
the working methods of the craftsmen is unusual,76 and the presence 
of highly visible lines on this border frame alone,77 coupled with the 

Figure 3.32 Southern tomb: terracotta decorative panel framing doorway.
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haphazard nature of the pattern itself, suggests that it was the work 
of a less experienced craftsman.

Inscriptions

There are both cursive and Kufic inscriptions on the Southern tomb, 
although all but the shortest ones have extensive lacunae. Only the 
beginning and end sections of the cursive inscription on the face of 

Figure 3.33 Southern tomb: geometric terracotta section, with visible 
construction lines, from the inner border next to the cursive inscription on 
the pishtaq.
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the arch survive, with the same being true for the cursive inscription 
in the main framing band and the knotted Kufic inscription in the 
cavetto frame. In addition, the sections closest to the ground in the 
latter two inscriptions have also suffered extensive losses due to 
abrasion over time.

There are a total of seven separate inscriptions on the pishtaq of 
the tomb, with one at the top of each of the two engaged columns, 
and another one at the top of each of the short flanking walls either 
side of the entrance. There is also a rectangular void over the door 
which may be assumed to have been the location of an eighth inscrip-
tion, of which nothing remains (Figure 3.34).

Main framing band inscription

The main framing band around the entrance retains the inscription 
on the lower two-thirds of either side, but the upper horizontal 
section is entirely lost, with the most recent reading having been 
undertaken by Nastich and Kochnev.78 The distinctive style features 
a somewhat swollen flowing cursive script with a circular rinceau 
pattern running behind the lettering, accented with extensive foliate 
decoration, featuring both split palmette and more elaborate sec-
tions, all in high relief (Figures 3.35 and 3.36). The inscription con-
sists of numerous irregularly shaped terracotta tiles, with angled 
ends which follow the lines of the alif or lam letters in order not to 
break the visual flow of the inscription. The closest comparandum 
is the fragment of the rather more crudely executed inscription 
band from the anonymous tomb excavated in Kayalyk, in eastern 
Kazakhstan79 (Figure 3.45). The upper section of the outer framing 
inscription features a V-shaped filling ornament similar to the type 
in the inscription on the face of the arch, but with an inverted fleur-
de-lys instead of knotting at the bottom. The edges of the surface of 
the lettering have thin lines incised, while the surface of the scroll-
ing vegetation has lines across it that delineate individual leaf forms. 
The use of thin lines corresponds with the treatment of the surface 
of the knotted Kufic in the cavetto next to this inscription, and 
helps to unify the two ostensibly very different inscription bands. 
The entire background area around the relief letters and ornament 
has dense miniature vegetal patterns incised into it, making the 
entire band one of the most richly ornamented areas of the pishtaq 
(Figure 3.36).

As well as a significant number of the tiles having been lost, there 
are extensive losses to several of the letters on those that remain, but 
the surviving portion of the inscription can be read as:80

 )right( …فى صفر سنة إشنى وثمانين و خمسه ماه فى عهد الد]ولة[...
 )left( ]اال[عظم ما]لك[ وله الخاقان و الرضوان يوم الجمعه الرابع عشر من ذي الحجه في السنه

المذكوره علي الصدر
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… in Safar of the year 582 [May 1186] during the time of al- 
D[awla] …
… owner, and the Khaqan, satisfaction. On the day of gathering 
[Friday], fourteenth Dhu’ Hijja in the year mentioned

Figure 3.34 Southern tomb pishtaq (original inscriptions within the red boxes).
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Cavetto frame inscription

Moving in closer to the doorway of the tomb, there is an inscrip-
tion in the cavetto frame which is the finest example of knotted 
Kufic to survive in the entire corpus of Qarakhanid architecture. The 
border of the frame features overlapping strapwork, but, unlike most 

Figure 3.35 Southern tomb: vertical cursive frame inscription (rotated 90 
degrees for clarity).

Figure 3.36 Southern tomb: detail of cursive frame inscription (rotated 90 
degrees for clarity).
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examples, the areas where the two bands overlap alternate between 
a circle and a hexagon. Both the Jalal al-Din Husayn tomb and the 
Southern tomb have a cavetto frame on the pishtaq but, like the 
similarly shaped vase capitals, the final iteration of the style features 
a far greater degree of ornament. The unusual curvilinear knotting is 
very similar to the ornament in the lower section of the vase-shaped 
capitals, and is yet another example of the integrated aesthetic unity 
seen across the whole pishtaq of the Southern tomb.

The knotting is far more fluid and curvilinear than in the example 
over the door of the Jalal al-Din Husayn tomb, although there is 
a similar degree of vegetal decoration in small framed areas sur-
rounding all the letter forms in the lower section of the inscrip-
tion. However, the ornament becomes freer and is less enclosed 
in the upper section (Figure 3.38). The face of the lettering, including 
the knotted hastae above, is accented with thin lines incised close 
to the edges (Figure 3.37). The inscription is clearly a response to the 
earlier example to the north, but goes further in terms of innovation 
and fluidity. It marks the final flowering of knotted Kufic, with 
glazed cursive inscriptions becoming the dominant form in the fol-
lowing period. Numerous sections of the inscription are missing, and 
the most complete reading is:81

 )right( وتّوي أخوه قبا وفاته المجلس العالي االمير االسفهساالر االجّل العالم العادل الكبير )?(
المظفر...]الشه[يد الحميد... ن ر م... وسا...ىدىىا... ك... ىرون حىد... ن ال )?(...

 )left( ...لسبه ال... قتلغ بلك... ان... ورراه لرران العمران ووڤاه عداىا الىىران يوم االربعاء
 في... الىسما الل... ه حالل ا... حىاىا ىوام االلدىعاح... لواسط شهر ربيع آلخر سنة إحدى )كذا(

وثمانين و خمسه

And before him his brother died – al-amir al-isfahsalar, glorious, 
wise, just, great, abundant (?), victorious, martyr (?), honourable …
of the year (?) Qutlug Bilga … Jalal a/l-dunya (?) … in the middle of 
the month Rabi’ al-Akhir 581

Arch face inscription

Only the beginning and the end of the Persian inscription on the face 
of the arch survives (Figure 3.39). The text is delineated in a similar 
manner to the main framing band, but, like the two small panels 
flanking the door, it lacks the incised background decoration seen on 
the longer, and slightly larger, framing band. The surviving portion 
of the inscription features two variants of a transitional filling motif 
that refers back to the knotted hastae seen in Kufic inscriptions, but 
with diagonal rather than vertical upper extensions, and no attempt 
was made to connect the filling elements with the letter forms 
below. This is an example of innovation and experimentation during 
the early period of monumental cursive epigraphy.82 What remains of 
the inscription has been read most recently as:83
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Figure 3.37 Southern tomb: final section of the cavetto inscription.
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Figure 3.38 Southern tomb: lower left side of the pishtaq (Cohn-Wiener).

Figure 3.39 Southern tomb: surviving sections of the arch face inscription.
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 )right(: نيكو ى بر چو دست ر س د... ى... 
)left(: …بام نيكو ذخيره بس بشد

Pursue virtue and the beautiful aspect when it is available in any 
time… a glorious name is the only treasure that remains after 
death.

Flanking panel inscriptions

The two short sections of wall in the entrance recess, at right angles 
to the doorway, each feature a rectangular panel. The Arabic inscrip-
tions are in cursive script. The same type of ornament as was used on 
the main framing inscription of the portal, but on a smaller scale. The 
lettering is smaller and more tightly packed, meaning the additional 
incised background vegetal decoration seen in the larger inscription 
band is missing (Figure 3.40). Thin shallow lines are incised into the 
surface of the lettering and the foliate elements, near to the outer 
edges, in order to give greater definition to the entire composition. 
The lettering protrudes just slightly further forward than the vegetal 
decoration in order to further accentuate the elegantly flowing text, 
and the edges of the letters are all rounded slightly. The two panels 
read:84

 )right(: الدنيا مزرعة االخرت
)left(: الدنيا ساعة فجعلها طاعه

Earthly life – the field of the future [afterlife]
Earthly life is as short as one hour, so spend it in submission [to 
God]

Column collar inscription

Immediately below the vase-shaped capital on each of the inner 
columns there is a knotted Kufic inscription band. The form of Kufic 

Figure 3.40 Southern tomb: inscription panel to the left of the door.
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used is very similar, although somewhat less attenuated, to the type 
used on the inscription over the door of the earlier Jalal al-Din Husayn 
tomb to the north.85 While there are numerous differences between 
the two tombs, most noticeably in terms of scale and number of 
inscriptions, it is clear that the designers wanted to preserve some 
degree of continuity. They created a new knotted form of Kufic 
which shared numerous formal and stylistic characteristics with the 
earlier inscription to the north.

There are the same eight-pointed stars, but the decoration within 
them is far more intricate on the column bands. There are also 
crosses formed in between and below the stars,86 in the manner of 
larger decorative bands, such as those on the Ribat-i Malik portal in 
Navoi and at the top of the shaft on the Kalan minaret in Bukhara.87 
However, both the form and the vegetal ornament within the crosses 
is very similar to those on the inner columns of the southern pishtaq 
of the Nasr ibn ‘Ali tomb, to which the Southern tomb is attached 
and which it obscures. It is clear that these two small inscriptions 
make reference to numerous different sources, including both the 
other tombs in the complex, as well as more distant monuments. The 
hastae tips all turn through 90 degrees and almost connect with each 
other, forming a new shape within which there is decoration of the 
type seen in the carved stucco on both the Jalal al-Din Husayn tomb 
and the nearby minaret. The letter forms employed in this pair of 
inscriptions are very unusual, and assuming Nastich and Kochnev’s 
reading is correct, the ‘ayn, qaf and ba at the beginning of the inscrip-
tion on the left (Figure 3.41) are all otherwise unknown in the corpus. 
The ‘ayn is particularly unusual, as the whole upper section consists 
of a fat fleur-de-lys with a hole drilled in the lower middle.

The two short inscriptions in Arabic are very fitting for a funerary 
monument, and have been read as:88

 )right(: الدنيا دار الفناء
)left(: التعقب دار البقاء

Earthly life is the vale of impermanence. What follows is the 
abode of eternity

Southern façade

The south-facing wall of the Southern tomb does not feature any 
ornamentation, and it is articulated in an entirely different manner 
to that of the three west-facing pishtaq portals. The wall currently 
has a central arched window, flanked on either side by a slightly 
smaller blind pointed-arch recess, creating a tripartite aesthetic on 
the façade (Figure 3.42). Originally all three of the niches were blind, 
and the overall appearance corresponds to the design employed on 
several buildings in the broader region, such as the Il Arslan tomb in 
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Kunya Urgech.89 It also ties into the newly tripartite appearance of 
the main entrance aspects of the three tombs. The three blind arches 
were probably included so as to still present some sort of a façade, 
rather than just a plain brick wall, in the direction in which the 
obscured southern pishtaq of the original tomb faced.

Interior

The interior of the tomb does not feature any ornament, and is similar 
in form to the Jalal al-Din Husayn tomb, but on a slightly smaller 
scale. It measures 6.73 m along the northern and southern walls 
internally and does not feature any stucco ornament, in contrast to 
the Nasr ibn ‘Ali tomb to which it is attached. The only internal 
articulation consists of three increasingly large arches in each of 
the four corner squinches, in a manner not seen in either of the 
earlier two tombs of the complex (Figures 3.43 and 3.44). Due to the 
disproportionately thick pishtaq needed to incorporate the corner 
column of the earlier tomb, the entrance between the two buildings, 
which is central in the Nasr ibn ‘Ali tomb, is considerably offset in 
the far smaller Southern tomb. In a similar manner, the entrance to 
the tomb through the pishtaq is also offset, with the need to retain 

Figure 3.41 Southern tomb: left inner column inscription band.
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external symmetry taking precedence over the internal appearance 
of the tomb.

There are close stylistic links between the façade of the Southern 
tomb and that of the mausoleum of Muhammad Bosharo, dated 
1342–3, in the village of Mazar-i Sharif, near Penjikent.90 Not only is 
the framing inscription band very similar, but the engaged columns 
on either side of the entrance feature the same sort of capitals, above a 
collar with a similar style of Kufic91 as seen at the Uzgend tomb from 
a century and a half earlier. Although the spherical and hemispherical 
motifs at the bottom of the column have been elongated and made 
somewhat more decorative, the close relationship between the two 
structures is clear. It can be assumed that the person responsible for 
adding the portal to the northwest façade of the building in Mazar-i 
Sharif had personally examined the Qarakhanid tombs in Uzgend. 
The otherwise somewhat archaic92 portal’s only nod to modernity 
is the increased use of glazed tiles on the tympanum of the arch, 
and the insertion of glazed rather than unglazed plugs between the 
double-stacked brick bond on the lower section of the portal.93

Figure 3.42 Southern tomb: southern tripartite façade.
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The Southern tomb at Uzgend features the most sophisticated 
examples of terracotta decoration within the entire corpus of 
Qarakhanid architecture, and arguably even in ones far beyond into 
the lands under the rule of other dynasties. There is a wide array of 
complex motifs which act as a pattern book for the range of regional 
styles in the late twelfth century. There is a clear and coherent 
relationship between all the different elements of the decorative 
programme on the exterior of the pishtaq of the Southern tomb.94 
The decoration of the building clearly marks the final flowering of 
the monochrome tradition, which had been the pre-eminent exter-
nal aesthetic for centuries in the eastern Islamic world. Subsequent 
structures erected in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries made 
ever greater use of glazed decoration, but the heights of variation and 
sophistication in terms of terracotta ornament which were realised 
at the Southern tomb in Uzgend were never reached again.

Figure 3.43 Southern tomb: sectional elevation drawing (after Imankulov, 
2005, p. 90).
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Conclusion

Although there are no surviving structures with which to compare 
the diminution of scale over time as seen at Uzgend, a comparison 
may be made with the recently excavated pair of tombs near the 
eastern gate at Kayalyk in eastern Kazakhstan (Figure 3.45). The 
fragmentary remains of the tombs have been dated to the twelfth or 
thirteenth centuries,95 and the finds include a number of epigraphic 
terracotta panels (Figure 3.38) which are strikingly similar in style to 
the ones framing the entrance of the Southern tomb in Uzgend. The 

Figure 3.44 Southern tomb: interior walls and zone of transition.
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reconstruction of the plan of the pair of Kayalyk tombs shows a large 
square structure, measuring 9.3 m × 8.9 m internally, with a smaller 
square tomb measuring 5.8 m2 internally attached to one side.96 
While the comparison is not perfect, as the façade of the smaller 
structure is set back in Kayalyk, rather than flush as is the case at 
Uzgend, in the absence of anything closer and with such a dearth of 
comparable arrangements in the surviving corpus of buildings they 
remain the closest analogue. In both cases, the same sort of decora-
tion is used for the additional structure as was found on the initial 
iteration, as is the clear diminution of scale and even the comparable 

Figure 3.45 Anonymous tomb, Kayalyk: terracotta inscription tile 
(Dimitriy Voyakin).
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sizes at the two sites. This was presumably intended as a mark of 
respect by the patron of the second tomb for the patron of the first.97

The most significant unifying feature across the three tomb 
entrances is the scale and decoration of the large outer corner 
columns of each pishtaq, but as has been demonstrated, there is a 
close conscious relationship between most elements of the overall 
decorative programmes of the three structures. However, these are 
not cases of slavish imitation, but more examples of a continuum of 
development within the same basic idiom. The three tombs taken 
together, losses notwithstanding, highlight the combination of con-
tinuity and innovation that can be seen to characterise the work of 
craftsmen building monuments across the lands under Qarakhanid 
control and beyond in the eleventh and twelfth centuries. The three 
interconnected tombs in Uzgend are of great importance for under-
standing the development of architectural ornament over the period 
of time during which the Qarakhanid dynasty held significant terri-
tory and was, despite their extensive internal divisions, a major force 
in the wider region.

Notes

 1. Cohn-Wiener was the first to attribute the building to Nasr ibn ‘Ali 
(Cohn-Wiener, 1939, p. 91), with much subsequent scholarly debate, 
examined below, but the patronage is now generally accepted. For 
the most detailed study of the debate as to the date of the tomb, see 
Michailidis, 2007, pp. 79–82, with the conclusion that Cohn-Wiener 
was right (ibid., p. 82). See ibid., pp. 77–81, for otherwise unpublished 
archival evidence for the views of Bernshtam and Zasipkin on the date 
of tomb.

 2. The tombs are located at 40.768066 N, 73.299133 E. They face south-
west, but for simplicity the side with the pishtaqs will be referred to as 
west, and the most recent of the three tombs, following the convention 
in much of the literature, is referred to as the Southern Tomb, even 
though it is in fact attached to the southeast wall of the original, now 
central, tomb of Nasr ibn ‘Ali.

 3. Miles, 1975, p. 376. Some of the earliest known Qarakhanid dirhams 
were minted in Uzgend. See Fedorov, 2000, p. 194, for an example dated 
1002–3, and p. 199 for details of production volume and distribution.

 4. Bosworth, 1995, p. 236. He adds that Mahmud Kashghari described the 
city as the chief town of the Qarakhanids. See Bosworth, 2010, p. 19, 
for details of the Qarakhanid princes of Farghana during the twelfth 
century.

 5. The western entrance of the Nasr ibn ‘Ali tomb is less than 50 m from 
the eastern end of the qibla wall of the, now lost, mosque.

 6. See Chapter Five for a detailed study of the minaret, which is located 
100 m northwest of the tombs.

 7. Michailidis, 2007, p. 80. She adds that the area has been described 
by Nusov as having been a necropolis akin to the Shah-i Zinda in 
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in the middle of a full brick in the course below. In the Uzgend example 
the bond consists of double-stacked rather than single bricks.

27.  Given the extent of the use of stucco inside the tomb, these are likely to 
have been covered in stucco, and the bricks would not have been visible.

28. The height is based on the multiplication of the average brick and 
mortar bed size by the number of courses that the band covers. It was 
not possible to gain access to the upper section of the tomb during the 
survey conducted in 2014.

29. A similar pattern was subsequently used on the inner columns of the 
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32.  There may have been other factors, including existing road locations or 

other, now lost, structures which dictated the location of any  additions 
to the initial structure, but unfortunately there is no surviving evidence.



104 MEDIEVAL MONUMENTS OF CENTRAL ASIA

33. See Chapter Two. The second oldest example is also on a Qarakhanid 
building, namely, the Ribat-i Malik northeast of Bukhara, datable to 
before 1078. For details, see O’Kane, 2009, pp. 17–19.
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45. See Chapter Four, pp. 116–17, 131–2 and 143–4.
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54. Ibid., p. 26.
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CHAPTER FOUR

The Qarakhanid Architecture of 
Bukhara: a Study of the Namazgah, 
Maghak-i ‘Attari Mosque Portal and 
the Chashma-i Ayyub Mazar Portal

This chapter examines the specifically Bukharan iteration of the 
Qarakhanid architectural style which developed in Ma Wara’l-Nahr 
in the twelfth century. There are five structures within the city and 
its environs, all of which were built relatively close together, both 
temporally and spatially. What follows is a comparative study of 
three of the buildings,1 all of which date from the early twelfth to 
the early thirteenth centuries. The structures, comprising a large 
mihrab and qibla wall, along with the portals of a mosque and of 
a mazar, all share a number of decorative and formal elements, 
thus demonstrating the problems inherent in focusing on any one 
particular structural or functional typology.

The first building to be studied is the Qarakhanid-era portion of 
the qibla wall of the Namazgah.2 It is located to the south of the old 
city of Bukhara, on the site of an earlier Qarakhanid royal palace 
and garden.3 The qibla wall has been extended, and a large open 
domed structure was added to the east in the sixteenth century.4 The 
original section appears to have been built in 1119–20,5 and there 
have been extensive losses to the lower portion of the mihrab and 
the surrounding decoration, as well as the south section of the qibla 
wall. Nevertheless, the surviving areas act as a pattern book for the 
decorative vocabulary employed in terracotta on buildings erected 
under Qarakhanid patronage across a large portion of Central Asia6 
in the period spanning from the eleventh to the early thirteenth 
centuries.

The second structure under discussion, also dating from the 
twelfth century, is the south-facing projecting portal of the Maghak-i 
‘Attari mosque.7 It is the earliest surviving part of a building that was 
built on the site of the tenth-century Samanid-era Makh mosque.8 
The structure subsequently underwent an extensive rebuild under 
the patronage of ‘Abd al-’Aziz (r. 1540–9) in 1541–2.9

The final building to be examined is located in the village of 
Khayrabatcha, 28 km northeast of Bukhara,10 and was built in 
1208–9.11 All that remains of the Chashma-i Ayyub mazar is the 
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portal and a short section of the left-hand portion of the south wall 
from which the portal projects.12 While very similar to the two 
earlier structures in Bukhara, especially the portal of the Maghak-i 
‘Attari mosque, it does not appear to have been executed at quite 
the same register of quality. Indeed, it might be argued that it was 
the same process as was underway in Uzgend, where three closely 
related structures saw what may be deemed a diminution in scale, 
if not ambition and quality, over the course of time.13 Meanwhile, 
throughout the course of the twelfth century an increased use of 
glazed tile accents can be seen.

Following the detailed study of the specifics of these three 
Bukharan structures, a synthesis of the micro details will add to 
the broader macro understanding of the wider developments in 
Qarakhanid religious architecture and its decoration in the twelfth 
century. Although there is a very limited corpus of surviving build-
ings, enough evidence remains to establish the decorative vocabulary 
which developed in the region. This in turn allows a building to be 
identified as being likely to have had a Qarakhanid patron, or to have 
been built by craftsmen trained in the tradition of the lands under 
Qarakhanid control.

Despite the political subjugation of the Qarakhanids to, at various 
different times, the Seljuqs, Qara Khitai and Khwarazmshahs, a dis-
tinctively Qarakhanid style of building emerged. It is perhaps surpris-
ing that a relatively unified and identifiable regional architectural 
aesthetic, generally confined to the lands under Qarakhanid control, 
came about at all as they were more of a loose confederation than a 
monolithic, unitary state.14 Indeed, most of the structures addressed 
in this book were erected during a period of such increased political 
fragmentation and vassalage to more powerful external powers.15 
While Qarakhanid monuments share certain characteristics with 
Seljuq, Ghurid and Khwarazmian structures, such as the use of baked 
brick and glazed accents, it can nonetheless be argued that a broadly 
unified imperial aesthetic emerged under Qarakhanid rule.

As with the broader region, the political situation in Bukhara 
throughout the twelfth century was a complex process of changing 
rulers and shifting allegiances. Locally, the Burhanid family often 
exercised control under various different governors and rulers.16 They 
gained their legitimacy as a result of being religious leaders, and by 
the latter half of the twelfth century their power had increased to the 
point that they were almost independent.17 Despite this, the style 
of architecture built in the city in the twelfth century fits into the 
wider architectural koiné of the Qarakhanid world.

Until the 1960s Bukhara had been described as having been largely in 
ruins, neglected and closed to visitors.18 However, Schuyler’s descrip-
tion of the city in 1875 is of a vibrant capital city which was a thriving 
commercial centre.19 Despite the relatively rapid decline in the city’s 
fortunes, a number of pre-Mongol structures and their decoration have 
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survived, and among the more striking decorative elements of all three 
buildings under discussion here, but especially the earlier two, is the 
prolific use of epigraphy. Qarakhanid epigraphy is characterised by a 
rich diversity of styles, in both cursive and Kufic scripts, as well as in 
terms of techniques and letter forms. Turquoise-glazed cursive epig-
raphy datable to the twelfth century can be seen on several different 
scales and structural typologies in Bukhara and the surrounding area.20 
In addition, a very similar style, but featuring the face of the lettering 
in white, and with a dark blue border, can be seen in the two surviving 
Qarakhanid-era panels at the Namazgah in Bukhara.21

Namazgah

After the Seljuq sultan Sanjar defeated and killed Qadïr Khan, 
the ruler of the western Qarakhanid region, in 1102,22 he installed 
the Qarakhanid prince Muhammad Arslan Khan as his vassal ruler 
of Transoxiana.23 He was noted for his buildings in the Bukhara oasis 
more than any other Qarakhanid ruler,24 and it was he who was the 
patron of the Namazgah, built outside the Ibrahim Gate, on the site 
of the palace and gardens of Shamsabad, where the earlier Qarakhanid 
ruler Shams al-Mulk (r. 1068–80)25 had resided. It is located 1.37 km 
southwest of the Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque, outside the limits of the 
medieval city. The Namazgah is orientated significantly off the true 
direction of qibla, as it faces 262 degrees west, while the actual qibla 
is significantly further to the south. In contrast, the Maghak-i ‘Attari 
mosque is almost exactly aligned to qibla, facing 250 degrees, and 
thus being orientated 12 degrees further towards the south than the 
Namazgah. It is hard to explain why there is such a significant varia-
tion in qibla orientation between the two buildings, as the more accu-
rately aligned building was originally laid out in the tenth century.

Although the date for the foundation of the Namazgah is known, 
the early chronology of the building process is unclear, with evi-
dence of multiple construction phases, even before the extension of 
the qibla wall to the north and the subsequent addition of the domed 
structure to the east in the sixteenth century. The presence of con-
struction breaks, at the left of the section of wall to the north of the 
mihrab, visible in Figure 4.18 (right), and the right-hand projecting 
section of the mihrab itself, can be taken as proof of separate stages 
of construction. The question, which remains unanswered, is how 
much time passed between these various stages? Stylistically the 
three sections of the qibla wall, now forming the west wall of the 
domed structure, appear similar enough to argue for their all having 
been built relatively closely together in terms of chronology, and the 
sections will be examined from that perspective here.26

The surviving original elements of the Namazgah consist of a 
central mihrab section, in the form of a projecting pishtaq (Figure 
4.1), two tall, narrow, pointed-arch recesses to the south (left), on 
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Figure 4.1 Namazgah, Bukhara: photograph and cross-section of the mihrab area.
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either side of a wider recessed pointed-arch panel, forming a tripar-
tite composition. All three panels appear to originally have had poly-
chrome glazed epigraphic panels above them, of which only partial 
fragments survive. Another narrow pointed-arch recess survives to 
the north (right) of the mihrab, and the brick wall, in double-stacked 
half-offset bond, is decorated with X-and-cross brick plugs and 
borders consisting of double bands which cross over each other at 
regular intervals. The following analysis of the building begins with 
the central mihrab, and the surrounding epigraphic and geometric 
decoration, followed by the flanking sections, prior the presentation 
of a reconstruction of the building’s original appearance, based on the 
surviving evidence.

Mihrab

The most elaborately decorated section of the structure is the area 
around the mihrab, and it is also the most articulated, as can be 
seen in the cross-section in Figure 4.1.27 Although largely encased 
within the fabric of the later structure, the outside edges can be seen 
to have ended in an inward facing bevel, a technique which was 
subsequently used around the portal of the Chashma-i Ayyub mazar 
portal, discussed below.

Epigraphy

Seven separate sections of epigraphy survive on the Namazgah, with 
evidence for at least three more inscriptions, now lost. The central 
mihrab section retains two small and two large areas with inscrip-
tions. The tympanum of the arch is decorated with boustrophedonic 
square Kufic written diagonally. The use of horizontally set bricks 
gives the letters a serrated edge and the text gives the names of 
Muhammad and the four Rashidun (Figure 4.2). The bricks used to 
create the lettering are set into a series of eight large panels, shaped 
to conform to the shape of the tympanum arch (Figure 4.1). It is 
noteworthy that while the diagonal inscriptions in a frame that runs 
vertically and horizontally results in partial names and fragmentary 
sections of letters, in one case the craftsmen have deviated from 
the standard layout for a name. On the far right, just below the spring-
ing of the arch, a unique form of ‘Ali is used, in order to keep the 
name complete, with the ya’ returning below before the rise of the 
alif (Figure 4.3). The tympanum represents an early example28 of a 
monumental epigraphic style, one that came to dominate the deco-
ration of religious architecture across Iran and Central Asia under 
the Ilkhanids and Timurids in the following centuries. Similar, if 
very damaged and larger scale, examples of this style of monumental 
epigraphy can be seen on the wall of the Dara Khatun caravanserai 
in northern Turkmenistan, dated to the eleventh or twelfth century 
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by Grazhdankina.29 However, unlike the Bukharan example, each of 
the three surviving panels at the Dara Khatun caravanserai feature 
a different single name and are therefore far simpler compositions.30

Around the mihrab niche is a framing band of square Kufic con-
sisting of individual sections, each with the phrase al-mulk Allah, 
with the words in each section differing in length in order to accom-
modate the proportions of the frame. This provides evidence of an 
attempt at more careful planning in order to try and eliminate the 
possibility of ending up with a partial word at the end that might 
result from the mechanical repetition of the same modular pattern. 
As Figure 4.5 shows, unlike the Kufic in the tympanum, the Kufic 
script in the frame around the mihrab makes use of decorative fillers 
that are not part of the inscription.31 The text runs vertically along 
the top and horizontally up the sides, with transitions in the corners 
featuring a small Allah written diagonally (Figure 4.5). The only 
exceptions are at the two corners, as the last repeat running up the 
right-hand side, and the last repeat along the top, have an incomplete 
kaf to accommodate the mim of the first repeat after the Allah in the 
corner (Figure 4.5). These various inconsistencies suggest that the 
craftsmen were learning to work in a new style, and had not fully 
mastered the method for laying out the text in the space. However, 
when it comes to the execution of the work rather than the layout, 
the lettering is built up of closely joined deep-set strips of brick 
and is a tour de force of the brick-cutters’ art. Damage to the lower 
section allows a glimpse of the working methods of the craftsmen 
responsible for the creation of the decoration and provides an insight 
into the complex nature of the construction process (Figure 4.4).

Figure 4.3 Namazgah: drawing of the non-standard ‘Ali on the right of the 
tympanum.

Figure 4.2 Namazgah: drawings of the constituent text of the square Kufic 
in the tympanum.

Muhammad Abu Bakr ‘Umar ‘Ali‘Uthman
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On the outside edge, on the left-hand side of the area around the 
mihrab, two of the unglazed eight-pointed stars in the centre of the 
square panels with geometric decoration feature cursive epigraphy. 
These are the only examples of unglazed cursive terracotta epigraphy 
on the building, as the other two original sections of cursive text 
consist of polychrome glazed tiles. Although set at slightly differ-
ent angles and delineated somewhat differently, both read al-mulk 
lillah, with the uppermost example being more curvilinear, while 
the lower one shares some affinity with the more angular Kufic 
script (Figure 4.6). Both are deeply carved out, creating a greater 
sense of depth and shadows than is seen in the square Kufic sections. 
The narrow, knife-like surface of the letters in the uppermost of the 
two inscription plugs is similar to the decoration employed on the 
intrados of the arch around the tympanum, discussed below. The 
plugs32 are inserted into panels of strapwork decoration, each of 
which consists of two and a half repeats of the overall pattern, only 
one of which has an eight-pointed star in the centre for the plug to be 
inserted into (Figure 4.6).

Figure 4.4 Namazgah: detail of the Kufic epigraphy on the right-hand 
frame around the mihrab.

Figure 4.5 Namazgah: drawing of the corner solution Lillah (left) and 
single repeat of al-mulk lillah in square Kufic (right) from the frame 
around the mihrab.
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Alongside the six separate sections of epigraphy which survive on 
the building, photographs taken in 1924 by Ernst Cohn-Wiener show 
that when he visited the site most of the Kufic inscription over the 
mihrab niche was intact, along with another panel of cursive glazed 
epigraphy above the blind niche in the bay to the left of the mihrab, 
both of which are now lost.33 The first portion of the inscription over 
the mihrab was already missing when Cohn-Wiener visited, and in 
his image large areas of the upper section of the remaining inscrip-
tion are obscured by sections of plaster. The inscription is in Kufic, 
but not the rigidly square form used for the repeats of al-mulk Allah 
in the outer frame around the mihrab, and on a slightly smaller 
scale. The inscription appears to have depicted the shahada.34 The 
inscription was ornamented with two separate sections of elaborate 
curvilinear strapwork, placed above the Muhammad rasul section 
(Figure 4.735). The lettering was in white, over a dark blue back-
ground, with the addition of turquoise accents in the form of folia-
tion between the letters.

The way in which the name of the Prophet was delineated was 
particularly noteworthy and unusual. The letter form of the first 
mim was very similar, but without the added foliation, to the one 
in the small, repeating al-mulk on the portal of the Maghak-i ‘Attari 
mosque, discussed below, being more akin to a final ha’ than a mim. 
There do not appear to be any other examples of this style in the 
wider region, and as a result it seems reasonable to suggest that this 
was a distinctively Qarakhanid, and possibly even Bukharan, letter 
form. In addition, the tendril-like curving upper section of the fol-
lowing ha’ is unusual, but is similar to the style seen on Qarakhanid 
coinage of the eleventh century,36 providing further evidence that a 
distinctively Qarakhanid style of epigraphy existed, one which was 
employed across multiple scales and media.

Figure 4.6 Namazgah: detail of the outer geometric frame (left-hand side) 
around the mihrab, with an epigraphic plug in the centre.



THE QARAkHANID ARCHITECTURE OF BUkHARA 115

Intrados of the main arch

The band of decoration set into a bevelled recess in the intrados of 
the shallow arch around the square Kufic tympanum consists of 
rectangular panels, in bright white stucco, most of which feature 
a half-repeat of the full pattern. The combination of quatrefoil and 
curvilinear vegetal decoration has a knife-like surface (Figure 4.8), 
adding to the crisp appearance, and in total contrast to the flat surface 
of the bricks used to delineate the square Kufic immediately below 
it. The white stucco, with deep dark shadows, contrasts against the 
red and buff bricks around it, adding to the sense of depth and creat-
ing a polychromatic effect. This composition in particular, along 
with the glazed epigraphic panels either side of the central mihrab 
section, hints at the glazed polychromatic aesthetic which was to 
become so dominant in the monumental architecture of the region 
in the following centuries, especially during the Timurid period.

The areas enclosed by the angular cross-over sections around the 
mihrab, on the inside and outside of the square Kufic inscription, 
have deeply incised terracotta panels featuring crosses and half stars 
in intaglio (Figure 4.9). The section alternates between hexagons 
and elongated hexagons, with kite-shaped pieces in the corners. 
Somewhat akin to a rectilinear version of the larger stucco decora-
tion in the intrados above, these sections act as guard bands to the 
square Kufic inscription, and further unify the decorative aesthetic 
of the overall composition.

Figure 4.7 Namazgah: the lost inscription above the mihrab (detail of a 
photograph taken by Ernst Cohn-Wiener in 1924).

Figure 4.8 Namazgah: stucco decoration in the intrados of the main mihrab arch.
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There is another band of decoration, running vertically up the 
side of the short projecting wall at 90 degrees to the face of the 
mihrab, which consists of rectilinear and curvilinear terracotta 
lozenges and triangles. The lower seven of the surviving sections 
feature ajouré inserts, while the upper five sections do not. There is 
a rich diversity of patterns and although, like the rest of the central 
section, the lower portion is missing and many of the surviving 
ones are obscured with whitewash, ten different variants survive. 
The two sides are not identical, as the inserts on the right are not as 
intricate as those on the left, and only feature rectilinear patterns 
(Figure 4.10).

The capitals on the octagonal engaged columns flanking the 
mihrab are both of the standard vase-shape form seen across the 
wider corpus of Qarakhanid architecture. While both feature drop 
pendants and a greater degree of curvilinear intaglio decoration in 
the centre of the two visible facets, the one on the right (Figure 4.11 
(right)) features a slightly more elaborate pattern than the one on the 
left. There is an octagonal transition section, but the column itself 
is circular, consisting of a combination of red and beige rectangular 
and square sections with curved outer faces, creating yet another 
bi-chrome patterned section. In contrast, the single visible capital of 
the wide recessed panel on the southern portion of the qibla wall has 
the same basic form, but is smaller and features simple rectilinear 
strapwork, with the pattern running vertically (Figure 4.11 (left)). 
This is similar to those at the Chashma-i Ayyub mazar, examined 
below, which also sit on octagonal, rather than cylindrical, columns. 
All three of the capitals at the Namazgah consist of bricks stacked 
and mortared together,37 which appear to have then been carved to 
shape in situ.

Figure 4.9 Namazgah: terracotta decoration above the mihrab.

Figure 4.10 Namazgah: terracotta decoration running vertically beside the mihrab 
(left side).



THE QARAkHANID ARCHITECTURE OF BUkHARA 117

Very little survives of the geometric pattern on the lower section 
of the innermost of the two main frames around the central mihrab 
composition, but a fragment reveals a great deal about the intri-
cate construction process (Figure 4.12). It appears to have been con-
structed prior to firing with cut pieces of leather-hard clay of two 
different colours, red and yellow. These encaustic tile sections were 
arranged in the manner of an unglazed mosaic and then fired, causing 
them to bond together. This innovative and time-consuming tech-
nique, while not appearing to have become more widely adopted, 
represents a significant stage in the development of the ceramic arts 
of Central Asia. While unglazed, it is an early example of the shift 
from monochrome to polychrome decoration in the architectural 
decoration of the region.

The careful use of two different colours of clay for the production 
of a large number of the decorative bricks allows for hitherto unseen 
chromatic effects in the composition of the decoration of the mihrab. 
This demonstrates the sophistication and mastery of the materials 
on the part of the craftsmen responsible for the production of the 

Figure 4.11 Namazgah: vase-shaped capitals from the wide recessed panel (left) and the 
right side of the mihrab (right) (not to scale).
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 constituent materials and the construction of the building. The drive 
towards the use of different colours, as well as the introduction of poly-
chrome glazed tiles for epigraphic inscriptions, can be seen as marking 
the genesis of the Central Asian passion for colour that reached its 
apotheosis under the Timurids in the late fourteenth century.38

Vocabulary of ornament

A wide array of different techniques was employed in order to create 
a harmonious composition across the whole of the Namazgah qibla 
wall. These include closely fitted rectangular bricks of different sizes, 
terracotta panels with geometric patterns in relief, multiple struc-
tural component sections, for the muqarnas cell hood of the mihrab, 
and individual carved sections such as the capitals of the engaged 
columns. In addition, there are the large panels set with bricks that 
make up the square Kufic decoration in the tympanum. The most 
technically advanced decoration was reserved for the panels of glazed 
epigraphy above the blind arches set into the walls on either side 
of the mihrab. These panels are located over the wide recess to the 
south and the narrow recess to the north of the centre, with evidence 
for the narrow recess between the wide one and the mihrab having 
originally had a similar inscription panel which is now lost.

Both sections are made up of polychrome glazed tiles. The 
cursive script in an inconsistent light blue to white tone, with the 
background being an independent scrolling vegetal pattern in tur-
quoise, and each panel has a darker blue border. The inscriptions 
are problematic, as much is either missing or covered by the later 
domed building, but while they are both similar to the three later 
inscriptions in the northern extension of the qibla wall, the earlier 

Figure 4.12 Namazgah: encaustic terracotta decoration in the inner frame 
around the central mihrab.
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sections  demonstrate significantly poorer control of the glaze in the 
firing process.

The panel over the wide recessed panel to the left of the mihrab 
(Figure 4.13), while superficially similar to the one over the north 
recess, actually has a number of differences. The form of waw is dif-
ferent, having a concave bottom to the eye of the letter. In addition, 
the border is turquoise rather than blue, and overall it appears to be 
earlier in date, although it remains unclear if it is contemporaneous 
with the rest of the structure under discussion here. Similarities 
to the style of monochrome glazed epigraphy at both the Maghak-i 
‘Attari mosque and the Chashma-i Ayyub mazar suggest that it is 
indeed of similar vintage.39 However, the content of the inscrip-
tion does not give any clue as to the dating. It is partially obscured 
by the later structure, but the visible portion refers to the Prophet 
Muhammad, and has been read as:40

و كان عليه السالم فى ذوا...

… and was, peace be upon Him, in Dhu[l Hijja or Qa‘da?] …

Brick plugs

The plain brickwork of the walls to either side of the central section 
is enlivened with the use of double-height brick inserts in the rising 
joints,41 with examples of three different patterns surviving, one of 
which is a unicum. It is located in the section to the south of the 
central mihrab area, and consists of a conventional upper section, 
with the lower half featuring rectilinear strapwork (Figure 4.14A).

A somewhat more curvilinear variant of the standard angular 
X-and-cross type can be found on the north-facing section of the 
mihrab projection (Figure 4.14 B), a section of which is largely 
encased within the fabric of the later domed structure. The visible 
example shows that at least two types of plug (in addition to the 

Figure 4.13 Namazgah: visible section of a polychrome glazed inscription 
panel above the wide recess to the south of the mihrab.
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unicum on the south side) were in use on the qibla wall, with the 
more decorative of the two reserved for the central mihrab area.

The framing of the arches above the narrow recessed panels reflects 
the motifs used in the mihrab (Figure 4.15), and the panels would 
have created the appearance of secondary mihrabs, in the manner 
of many of the slightly later Ghurid and Slave dynasty mosques of 
northern India.

The pattern used in the decoration of the mihrab spandrels is not 
only similar to the constituent elements of the square Kufic inscrip-
tion in the tympanum, but also adds to the aesthetic unity of the 
broader composition, as it closely related, although not identical, to 
the decoration in the tympana of the tall, narrow, blind pointed-arch 
recesses on either side of the central mihrab area (Figures 4.16–4.18). 
The pattern in the two sections to the left is similar, but not identical, 

Figure 4.15 Namazgah: drawing of the spandrels of the mihrab.

Figure 4.14 Namazgah: brick rising-joint plugs.

A B



THE QARAkHANID ARCHITECTURE OF BUkHARA 121

to the decoration in the spandrels of the entrance arch of the Ribat-i 
Sharaf in Khurasan,42 demonstrating the wide diffusion of some of 
the more generic patterns in use across the region in the twelfth 
century. The decoration in the Namazgah tympana, being larger, is 
constructed from individual bricks, in the manner of the large Kufic 
inscription above the mihrab. The panel to the right has a pattern 
different from the two to the left of the mihrab (Figure 4.16), both of 
which have a red broken-square motif, with the surrounding detail 
being in the same buff brick as the rest of the wall, thus creating a bi-
chrome effect in brick. A similar effect is achieved through the use 
of painted plaster in the wide recessed panel, now mostly obscured 
with later additions, located between the two narrow panels to the 
left of the mihrab (Figures 4. 17 and 4.18).

It has an unusual style of decoration executed with lines incised 
into flat plaster, rather than having been built up with projecting 
and receding baked-brick units, as is most of the rest of the decora-
tion of the structure. The pattern, which is based on overlapping 
dodecagons, has the individual sections alternately painted in red 
and yellow, in order to conform to the chromatic aesthetic used in 
the decorative sections of the building executed in baked brick. The 
bottom right-hand corner, while appearing to cut the pattern off, 
actually depicts the starting point for the underlying construction of 
the pattern, and reveals that the laying out of the pattern probably 
started from this point. Aside from its increased width, when com-
pared with the other panels,43 the section is further differentiated by 
the side sections of the recess being flanked by octagonal engaged 
columns. These are topped with vase-shaped capitals which are 
similar to, if a little less elaborate than, those used on either side of 
the mihrab niche (Figure 4.11). It may be the case that the different 
style used for the wide recess mirrored the original location of the 
minbar on the other side of the mihrab, but it does seem a little too 

Figure 4.16 Namazgah: drawing of the tympanum decoration of the two 
southern recessed panels (left) and the northern panel (right).
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far over, and too wide. Furthermore, given 
the dearth of Qarakhanid minbars, there 
are no relevant comparanda upon which to 
base any hypotheses as to its specific form, 
medium or decoration.44 The only reference 
to a Qarakhanid minbar is to be found in 
Narsharki, who describes the presum-
ably wooden one ordered by Khan Shams 
al-Mulk in the late eleventh century for the 
Bukhara mosque.45

Despite extensive close visual analysis 
of the Namazgah qibla wall, much remains 
unclear regarding the chronology of con-
struction. The northernmost extension of 
the qibla wall is clearly of a similar vintage 
to the sixteenth-century domed structure. 
The main central mihrab has a construc-

tion break at the point where it projects from the mass of the wall, 
visible in the small cavity to the right of the section, where the 
one curvilinear X-shaped brick plug is located. Although this does 
not mean that this is of a significantly different age, as the style of 
the brickwork is commensurate with twelfth-century work, it does 
raise more questions as to the relative chronology of the different 
parts of the wall.46 In addition, the vertical construction break to 
the left of the northernmost narrow pointed-arch recess and the 

Figure 4.17 Namazgah: 
reconstruction drawing of the 
tympanum decoration of the large 
southern recessed panel.

Figure 4.18 Namazgah: wide and narrow recessed panels south (left) and north (right) of 
the mihrab.
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lack of any remaining evidence of the minbar remains problematic. 
The similarity of the three surviving narrow recessed panels sug-
gests that they all date from the initial phase of construction under 
the patronage of Muhammad Arslan Khan in 1119–20. However, 
given the extensive losses, and the later domed structure obscur-
ing much that does survive, it may be impossible to establish a 
more detailed understanding of the earliest construction phases of 
the Namazgah.

In 1956, Nil’sen published a hypothetical drawing47 of how the 
Namazgah may have appeared. He wisely avoided the thorny issue of 
the vertical construction break, 84 cm to the left of the northernmost 
recessed panel, by making a three-quarter view of the structure, and 
thus blocking it from view with a large stone minbar (Figure 4.19). 
Given the losses and sections obscured by later additions and resto-
rations, it is, along with the ground plan in Figure 4.19, probably as 
good an approximation of the appearance of the original incarnation 
of the structure as can be expected.

Despite the lacunae and later additions, the building and its 
decoration represents a significant source for the wide diversity of 
patterns and epigraphic styles in use in Bukhara during the period 
of Qarakhanid rule. It also features early examples of the general 
movement towards both increased structural scale and decorative 
polychromy, trends which effloresced across Iran and Central Asia 

Figure 4.19 Namazgah: hypothetical drawing of original appearance after Nil’sen 1956, 
p. 69, fig. 29, and new conjectural ground plan of the original construction phase.
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during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries under the patronage of 
Timur and his successors.

Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque, Bukhara

The second Bukharan structure to be addressed is the Maghak-i 
‘Attari mosque. There is no clear evidence as to the date of the 
Qarakhanid-era portion of the building, and while most scholars 
agree on a twelfth-century date, there is no such consensus as to 
during which particular decade it was built.48 The twelve-dome 
mosque has two portals, one to the east, added in 1541–2, and one 
to the south, datable to the twelfth century. It is the Qarakhanid-era 
portal which will be examined in detail in the following section, in 
order to place it in the wider context. The portal, with a pointed arch, 
is flanked by unique pairs of addorsed quarter columns on each side 
of the projection.49 The upper section of the portal is lost, along with 
much of the glazed inscription band on the face of the arch (Figure 
4.20).

The majority of the decoration on the portal, both geometric and 
epigraphic, is in buff baked brick. There are also a few stone accents, 
including the capitals, bases and shafts of the engaged columns on 

Figure 4.20 Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque, Bukhara: south portal.
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either side of the entrance. The only glazed details are the mono-
chrome turquoise tiles on the face of the arch at the top of the portal. 
Although they are mostly missing, enough survive to establish the 
basic details of the style, if not the content, of the inscription.

The area in front of the south-facing projecting portal was 
 excavated and archaeologically investigated down to the twelfth- 
century level in 1935.50 The whole building was subsequently 
restored in the late 1970s, prior to the 1,000-year anniversary of 
the birth of Ibn Sina, in 1980. Unfortunately, the work was under-
taken by architects without archaeological expertise or training in 
conservation.51

The building has been relatively well published, by the standards 
of the region, with the first major study of the building having been 
published by Shishkin in 1948, following his excavation of the portal 
in the 1930s.52 It included a number of detailed line drawings, as 
well as the plan of the building which has been used by most other 
scholars who have subsequently written about the building.53 Nil’sen 
addressed the key features of the building, drawing heavily on the 
earlier work of Shishkin, in 1956.54 Subsequently, in 1978, Bulatov 
examined the geometric patterns employed on the panels flanking 
the entrance as part of a wider study of geometry in the medieval 
Islamic architecture of Central Asia.55

The plan of the portal demonstrates the complexity and articula-
tion of the patterns, and although the two sides appear identical, 
close measuring of the portal has shown that there are, as with many 
medieval buildings, slight differences in size. These differences are 
rarely more than 2 cm from one side of the portal to the other, and 
do not affect the overall appearance of the structure. It is when the 
plan is seen in conjunction with the elevation that the rather radical 
and innovative nature of the portal becomes clear, with the large pro-
jecting salients and the paired quarter columns (Figure 4.21). While 
vertical ribs can be seen on both the Ribat-i Malik caravanserai and 
the Jar Kurgan minaret, as well as numerous structures in the Merv 
Oasis, the style seen on the Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque portal is seem-
ingly unique, not only in the context of Qarakhanid structures, but 
across the wider corpus of medieval Islamic architecture.

Epigraphy

The Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque portal retains three different inscrip-
tions: two cursive, one of which consists of turquoise glazed tiles, 
and one in Kufic. The cursive glazed inscription is located on the 
face of the arch and has two remaining sections, a short one at the 
springing of the arch on the right, being the beginning of the text, and 
a longer section crossing the apex of the arch (Figures 4.20 and 4.22). 
It has extensive curvilinear vegetal decoration in the background, 
with large circular motifs which repeat across the inscription, two of 
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which have fictive lam/alif hastae inserted when there are none in 
the inscription. These have the effect of retaining the visual vertical 
rhythm of the composition. Because of the extensive lacunae, with 
over half of the inscription tiles missing, coupled with the extensive 
delamination of the glaze and erosion of the underlying terracotta, it 
has proven impossible to provide a clear and unambiguous reading. 
It appears to be a foundational inscription, with a possible reading56 
of the first section being:

إّتفق بنا...

Building successfully completed…

A similar fictive lam/alif hasta motif as seen in the glazed inscrip-
tion is also used for the corner solution of the other cursive inscrip-
tion on the portal. It is an unglazed band that runs horizontally along 
the top of the door, then out and down the side of the projecting 
sections that flank the entrance. That inscription has also suffered 
extensive losses, although in that case it has suffered general erosion 
as well as the loss of individual tiles, making the text all but impos-
sible to decipher. The only sections that survive are the short hori-
zontal section on the right-hand side, along with the final part of the 
connecting vertical, and a short section of the horizontal section 
over the door (Figure 4.23). The lettering features somewhat fatter 
than normal strokes, of a kind also employed for the unglazed terra-
cotta inscription around the portal of the Southern tomb in Uzgend 
of 1186.57 The inscription consists of rectangular panels, in a similar 
style to the glazed ones on the face of the arch.

Figure 4.21 Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque portal: cross-section plan.

Figure 4.22 Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque portal: surviving fragments of inscription on face 
of arch.
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The third inscription on the south portal of the mosque consists 
of a narrow band running on either side of the wide central rib 
in the arch over the door, and around the edge of the muqarnas 
cells in the upper corner sections of the inside of the portal. The 
lettering, in Kufic script, is carved into the thin edge of bricks and 
simply repeats al-mulk (Figure 4.24).58 The inconsistencies between 
each repeat show that the lettering was clearly carved by hand into 
the bricks before they were fired, rather than 
stamped. The style of mim used in the repeat is 
most unusual, and not of a kind seen on other 
Kufic inscriptions in the region. While a circular 
form that does not extend below the base line is 
not uncommon, the style of the upper foliation 
is. The addition of foliation to the upper part of a 
mim can be seen in examples as far afield as Ani 
and Ghazna, dated to the late eleventh century,59 
but in neither case does the foliation extend up 
from the right-hand side of the letter, creating a 
form more commonly associated with that of a 
final ha. To find a letter form that is executed in 
anything resembling such a shape it is far to the 
west, on the Great Mosque of Diyarbakır, that attention must turn. 
In an inscription of Sultan Malik Shah, dated 1091–2, an initial fa’ 
has similar, but less elaborate, bifurcated foliage extending from the 
top, and a comparable letter form, although above the control line.60

The form of the kaf is also noteworthy, as the curvature of the 
upper return stroke and the addition of a vertical stroke at the end 
of the letter are both highly unusual elements. While there are few 
similar examples in the corpus of 
architectural epigraphy, the unusual 
form of the kaf at the end of the 
repeats of al-mulk may be compared 
with an example on a Qarakhanid 
silver dirham minted in Uzgend in 
1031–2.61 The mim on the coin is 
more conventional, and not floriated, 
but the kaf is almost identical (Figure 
4.25). These two examples of the 
use of a very distinctive letter form, 
across scale and media, point towards 

Figure 4.23 Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque portal: surviving portion of the unglazed 
inscription band.

Figure 4.24 Maghak-i ‘Attari 
mosque portal: drawing of 
relief-carved brick repeating 
al-mulk, from an epigraphic 
band inside the vault 
(c. 5 cm × 8 cm).

Figure 4.25 Detail of al-mulk on reverse of a 
Qarakhanid silver dirham minted in 
Uzgend in 423 (1031–2).
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the development of a distinctively Qarakhanid style of epigraphy 
that had emerged, and became an identifiable architectural aesthetic, 
by the twelfth century.62 The origins of the form of the kaf can be 
found in Samanid architecture, with a painted plaster example exca-
vated in the Qanat Tepe bathhouse in Nishapur forming part of the 
same inscription but on a larger scale.63 The use of such a distinctive 
letter form on both Samanid and Qarakhanid monuments provides 
further evidence for the underlying stylistic continuity, coupled 
with ongoing experimentation and innovation, that characterises 
Qarakhanid architecture.

Geometric decoration

Both sides of the entrance are flanked by three vertical panels, 
each of which originally had three repeats of a pattern, with the 
bottom, middle and upper panels each having a different pattern. 
The frames are delineated by two regularly overlapping bands 
with a half-octagon profile, of the same form as is seen on a larger 
scale at the Ribat-i Malik caravanserai, located in Navoi, north of 
Vabkent,64 and the three tombs in Uzgend, to name but two sites. 
On both sides, the lower panels are very damaged, but the pattern 
is discernible, being based on interlocking dodecagons, generating a 
small square in the centre of each one. Like the other two patterns, 
the recessed areas in the interstices of the strapwork are decorated 
with low-relief patterns carved into stucco (Figure 4.26). The middle 
panels are the most intact, with minimal salt-damage or erosion, 
and while based on octagons, they are rather more complex than 
the lower pattern, with the recessed areas around the geometric 
sections also filled with carved stucco featuring vegetal decoration 
(Figure 4.27).

The starting point for the middle pattern is a square, with each 
corner being the centre of a circle, all of which are the same size, 
with a radius equal to half the length of one side of the square. The 
four corners are also the centre point of four larger circles, with a 
radius of the smaller circle plus the distance diagonally between the 
two small circles. The larger circle touches the edge of the smaller 
one with its centre in the opposite corner (Figure 4.27). From this 
basic plan, lines are drawn that connect the points at which the 
various circles intersect, thus marking out the centre line for the 
geometric strapwork.65 Each repeat of the pattern consists of four 
square panels, reflecting the way the pattern was constructed by 
the craftsmen. The recessed areas around the strapwork have carved 
(or possibly stamped) vegetal decoration that is in a style which has 
been described as post-Samarran.66

The pattern in the uppermost panels is intact on the right but with 
only the frame remaining on the left. It features a hybrid pattern, 
divided into three equal parts, with the central portion consisting 
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Figure 4.26 Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque portal: right-hand side bottom panel 
pattern.

Figure 4.27 Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque portal: right-hand side middle panel pattern and 
underlying geometric design.
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of four hexagons and the identical upper and lower sections both 
consisting of a small central octagon surrounded by larger interlock-
ing octagons. In addition, there is evidence, in the form of a small 
portion of the lower section of the frame on the right-hand side, 
of a fourth panel; however, none of the pattern survives. All three 
styles can be seen to be assembled in the manner of mosaics, with 
a large number of different pieces fitted together to form the whole 
composition.

Quarter columns

The unusual facing quarter columns employed on the front of the 
outer projecting salients of the portal each retain four surviving 
registers of brick decoration, all of which are individually framed 
with a plain brick border surrounded by a single band of brick loz-
enges. The uppermost panel is a simple herringbone pattern, made 
up of flush-fitted bricks set vertically and horizontally. The band 
below is the most visually dynamic of the four styles, and consists 

of a combination of X-and-cross plugs, along 
with plain square, lozenge and rectangular 
inserts. The second band from the bottom 
features a similar bond as seen on much of 
the flat walls of this and many other build-
ings in the region, being a double-stack 
bond, but with somewhat narrower bricks, 
and with a combination of two different 
rising-joint plug types. There are the stand-
ard X-and-cross plugs, with the addition of 
small holes drilled near the end of each arm 
of the X as seen at both the Namazgah and 
the Kalan minaret, and a more unusual, and 
rather angular, figure-of-eight shape (Figure 
4.34D).This section is almost twice the 
height of the other three surviving styles of 
decorative panels on the quarter columns. 
The lower panel is the only one with a bi-
chrome effect, a result of the use of both 
red and yellow bricks, and features a mix of 
longer and shorter bricks to make a stepped 
pattern which is a little more complex than 
the herringbone at the top.67

The internal side of each of the project-
ing salients features a large panel of outset 
fret bonds, with the one on the left being a 
more complex version of the one seen in the 
wide central rib in the hood (Figure 4.28), 
and the one on the right features a similar 

Figure 4.28 Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque 
portal: drawing of the panel on the 
inside face of the left-hand salient.
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technique, with a different pattern that is closer to the one seen 
in the tympanum of the northernmost pointed-arch recess at the 
Namazgah.

Stone elements

The columns, capitals and bases on the corners just before the 
doorway are the only stone elements of the whole portal, and 
although heavily damaged, they appear to be marble.68 They have 
tip-to-tip hemispheres at the base, as seen in the two twelfth-century 
tombs in Uzgend,69 along with the distinctively Qarakhanid vase-
shaped capitals, which feature extremely worn decoration (Figure 
4.29), similar to the rather better preserved panels on the upper 
sides of the hood over the entrance (Figure 4.32). The columns are 
built up of drums rather than single blocks of stone, with those at 
the top of each column featuring tripartite knotted Kufic epigraphy, 
with al-mulk Allah repeated around them. The kaf is executed in 
the same, unusual manner as the same inscription carved into the 
edge of bricks in the hood, shown in Figure 4.24. Although all the 

Figure 4.29 Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque portal: right-hand capital and column inscription 
(left) and base with column drum (right).
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stone elements are heavily eroded and have suffered extensive losses, 
including the replacement of many of the drums with bricks and 
the loss of the lowermost hemispherical bases, it is still possible to 
determine the geometric pattern on the columns and the vegetal 
decoration on the base (Figure 4.29). Although the use of an epi-
graphic collar below the capital can be seen at the Southern tomb at 
Uzgend, the technique was not limited to Qarakhanid buildings. The 
Imam Sahib tomb near Balkh in northern Afghanistan, attributed 
on stylistic grounds to the late eleventh or early twelfth century,70 
also features an epigraphic collar which appears to read al-mulk 
lillah,71 although in that case it consists of individual projecting 
bricks, rather than carved stone.

On the outside of the two stone columns is a vertical band of 
decoration which has a curvilinear appearance, with each repeat 
consisting of a rising-joint plug and two cupped sections of terracotta 
inserted into a bed of mortar. The drawing in Figure 4.31 shows the 
arrangement of the components. The cracking of the base and the 
surface losses above is indicative of considerable fire damage at some 
point prior to the burial of the lower portion of the mosque. The first 

Figure 4.30 Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque portal: pre-restoration photograph 
(after Shishkin, 1948, p. 17).
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article to discuss the portal in any detail includes 
the only pre-restoration image,72 showing the 
extent of the losses to the panel on the left side, 
next to the engaged column, prior to the restora-
tion of the building (Figure 4.30).

In addition to the section above the door and 
the pattern in the wide central rib, there are 
also two other areas of rectilinear decoration 
which exhibit close affinity to the decoration of 
the Namazgah. They can be found in the upper 
section of the outermost wall projecting out 90 
degrees from the main façade of the portal. This 
consists of a single recessed panel with a series of 
three borders: an engaged octagon; a flat double 
band with cross-overs; and the pattern consist-
ing of repeating semicircle sections of terracotta 
placed back to back. This final style echoes the 
plan of the large quarter-columns in the projecting salient sections 
of the portal. The lower portion of the panels consist of the common 
double-stack bond with X-and-cross rising-joint plugs. At the point 
of transition from the bottom to the middle panel on the face of the 
portal, the side panels have a simple flush double band cross-over 
division, and the brick pattern changes to a decorative rectilinear 
pattern.

In common with the tympana of the narrow recessed panels at the 
Namazgah, the panel on the left has one pattern, almost identical to 
the one seen on the two left-hand narrow tympana at the Namazgah, 
and the panel on the right has another pattern, identical to the one on 
the tympanum of the right-hand narrow recess at the Namazgah.73

Hood and wide central rib

One of the most distinctively Qarakhanid elements of the decora-
tion of the portal is the wide central rib in the hood above the door. 
This element is clearly one drawn from earlier Samanid practice, 
but migrated from the interior, as seen in the four corner squinches 
of the Samanid tomb in Bukhara, on to the exterior, along with an 
increase in both scale and decoration.74 The rib features a similar, 
but not identical, pattern as can be seen in the tympanum of the 
two southernmost narrow recessed panels at the Namazgah.75 The 
pattern is slightly simpler, and features a lozenge in the centre of 
each large square compositional unit (Figure 4.33). A similar, but 
again not identical, pattern is used in a band between the unglazed 
inscription band and the top of the door, but it has suffered such 
extensive losses that it is hard to determine its original appearance.

The hood is divided into three sections, with the central rib 
flanked by sections consisting of three tiers of muqarnas cells below 

Figure 4.31 Maghak-i ‘Attari 
mosque portal: drawing of 
single repeat of the terracotta 
decoration band beside 
columns.



134 MEDIEVAL MONUMENTS OF CENTRAL ASIA

a band of irregularly shaped terracotta tiles 
decorated with octagonal interlace in relief. 
The upper quarter-hemisphere sections are 
filled with individual sections of terracotta, 
set into a bed of mortar, to form an inter-
locking hexagonal pattern. The constituent 
parts have the same profile, including the 
narrow groove at the apex, as those used for 
the three styles of decoration on the face of 
the portal, on either side of the entrance.

Although they are only extant on the left-
hand side, the upper section of the muqar-
nas cell composition, on either side of the 
uppermost cell, has flat pointed-arch panels 
with a curvilinear vegetal pattern, acting as 
foil to the largely geometric decoration of 
the hood area. There are also narrow panels 
between the lower muqarnas cells (Figure 
4.32), featuring a similar pattern to that 
found on the marble vase-shaped capitals. In 
both cases, but especially so in the narrow 
panels, which feature an enigmatic series of 

Figure 4.32 Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque portal: wide vegetal (left) and narrow symbolic 
(right) panels between muqarnas cells in the hood.

Figure 4.33 Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque 
portal: drawing of the central rib 
pattern.
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symbols stacked vertically including what looks like a pair of wings 
and a bow, the patterns are reminiscent of earlier Sassanian tree-
of-life designs.76 If there are indeed connections to the pre-Islamic 
iconography of the Sasanians, then the range of sources for the deco-
ration of the structure is even more diverse than has been thought. 
The specific meaning of the symbols used on the panels and on the 
face of the capitals remains unclear, but their conspicuous locations 
suggest that they were clearly imbued with some sort of significance. 
The motifs in the narrow panel on the right of Figure 4.32 bear a 
striking resemblance to a series of verse markers in a Ghurid Qur’an 
produced in 1188 for Sultan Ghiyath al-Din,77 and the overtly reli-
gious context of the markers suggests that contemporary viewers of 
the portal may have viewed them in a similar manner.

Plugs

As with almost all the surviving Qarakhanid buildings, the exterior 
features a number of different styles of brick plugs in the rising joints 
between the double-stack bond brickwork.78 There are four basic 
types,79 along with a number of slightly different variants, mainly 
located in the third panels from the bottom on the quarter-columns 
at the very front of the portal.80 However, the vast majority of the 
plugs are either type A, or the slightly more detailed type B, shown 
in Figure 4.35.

Figure 4.34 Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque portal: hood.
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The current state of the portal and possible interventions

Owing to the increased salinisation of the soil and a rising water 
table, a result of the use of ever-increasing volumes of fertilisers and 
irrigation for the production of cotton in the region, large amounts 
of salt are being drawn up out of the ground and into the fabric 
of the structure.81 As they migrate up the building and crystalise, 
the salts expand and force out the bricks and mortar, deforming the 
whole structure and building up on the surface of the bricks as salt 
efflorescence. In many cases, the bricks on the lower metre of the 
building are turning to powder, and major intervention is required 
to try to at least limit, if not reverse, the increasingly severe damage 
to the building. This highly destructive process has been known 
and reported upon since the early 1990s,82 but the very integrity of 
the building is now under grave threat, as the damage being caused 
has compounded over the last twenty-five years. The severity of 
the situation is a relatively recent phenomenon, as images of the 
portal taken in the middle of the twentieth century do not show any 
evidence of significant salt damage.83

In Bukhara, the water table is not far below the surface,84 so the 
excavations of 1935, to 3 m below the current street level of the area 
to the south and west of the mosque, made it one of the deepest areas 
of the old city (a true Maghak), and thus at particular risk of salt 
efflorescence. As can be seen in Figures 4.20 and 4.36, the salts have 
caused considerable damage to the lower part of the building, and in 
doing so they have reduced the strength of the portal at its point of 
greatest stress.85

There are two possible interventions that might limit, if not entirely 
prevent, the uptake of soluble salts into the building. Unfortunately, 
both of them are extremely expensive and require extensive interven-
tion, with the concomitant risks of further and irrevocable damage 
to the fabric of the building. There is evidence to suggest that the 

Figure 4.35 Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque portal: brick plugs.

A B DC
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drilling of multiple bore holes, and the pumping out of ground water, 
can bring about a localised drop in the water table, but this would 
have to be both ongoing and the water would have to be piped away 
from the area to prevent it from simply re-entering the water table.86 
In addition, there is a risk of subsidence as the ground dries and, with 
that, a major risk to the structural integrity of the whole building.

Another intervention, one that is known to have been used in the 
past in the region,87 is the installation of a damp course below the 
existing grade running around the entire perimeter of the building. 
However, aside from the cost, such an intervention runs the risk of 
weakening the foundations of the building. In addition, there is still 
the problem of saline solutions being drawn up through the bottom 
of the foundations and eventually crystalising on the exterior of the 
building. This is an issue which a damp course around the perimeter 
of the foundations would not significantly address.88

The most effective intervention, in terms of salt extraction, cost 
and risk reduction, would be to systematically and repeatedly apply 
a poultice consisting of kaolin, sand and water,89 at a thickness of 
2 cm to the affected areas of the building for a period of up to 
48 hours.90 This process, which wets the salts to dissolve them, 
and then draws them out as an aqueous solution into the poultice, 
addresses not only the surface salt efflorescence, but also some of the 
sub-fluorescent (or crypto-fluorescent) salts within the mortar and 
the bricks as well. It is these salts that are causing the majority of 

Figure 4.36 Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque portal: salt build-up and surface 
delamination.
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the blistering, powdering and exfoliation of the surface.91 Although 
a lengthy process, and often one that needs to be repeated, the main 
advantages are that it does not require a lot of supervision, expensive 
equipment or highly skilled personnel.92 Prior to the application of 
the poultice, the recommended practice for brick conservation is 
to brush the loose salts from the surface with a soft, natural bristle 
brush, with the removed material being vacuumed and removed 
from the site.93

Such an approach would have to be ongoing, but given the other 
choices, and the risks of doing nothing, the use of brushing and poul-
tices are the least bad, and most viable, options available. Although 
funding for such projects is limited, Uzbekistan does currently offer 
tax exemption for historic building conservation, if the subject struc-
ture can be deemed as a ‘cultural object of sightseeing’,94 which the 
Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque clearly is.

Chashma-i Ayyub mazar portal

The final building to be examined in this chapter is the portal of 
the Chashma-i Ayyub mazar, in the village of Khayrabatcha, 28 km 
northeast of Bukhara. The key decorative elements of the building 
have been published previously, most recently by Nekrassova,95 but 
limited attention has been devoted to contextualising the structure 
and relating it to other examples of Qarakhanid architecture across 
the wider region. The main element of the structure is the portal, at 
the east end of the south-facing wall96 (Figure 4.37). This is a rather 
unusual location, as portals are generally centrally located,97 but it 
is a layout that is also found at the typologically different Maghak-i 
‘Attari mosque. This suggests that it was a local style, not generally 
adopted elsewhere.

The plan of the portal shows that it shares a number of formal 
as well as decorative features with the Namazgah mihrab and the 
Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque portal, including the use of inward-facing 
bevelled edges and octagonal engaged columns (Figure 4.37), as well 
as the style of cursive glazed epigraphy.

The use of tall, shallow, pointed-arch recesses to flank the primary 
decorative element of the composition can be seen in both the 
Chashma-i Ayyub mazar and the Namazgah. The surviving section 
of the wall to the east of the portal has a narrow pointed-arch recess, 
with the upper arch section intact, featuring the same overlapping 
frame pattern as seen in all three of the structures under discussion 
in this chapter. There is also evidence of a wider recess next to it, 
although none of the arch section remains. As has been demon-
strated above, the southern section of the Namazgah qibla wall 
featured a wide shallow pointed-arch recess, flanked on either side 
by a narrow pointed-arch recess, of the kind which survives at the 
Chashma-i Ayyub mazar. Given the numerous other formal and 
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decorative similarities, it seems likely that the south wall of the 
mazar was originally articulated in a similar tripartite manner. From 
a compositional, rather than functional, perspective, viewing the 
central mihrab area of the Namazgah as taking the place of the 
portal at the Chashma-i Ayyub mazar, the decoration of the flank-
ing walls with multiple tall, shallow, pointed-arch recesses further 

Figure 4.37 Chashma-i Ayyub mazar, Khayrabatcha.

Figure 4.38 Chashma-i Ayyub mazar portal: cross-section plan at c. 1 m 
above current grade.
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demonstrates the close connections between the two typologically 
different structures.

Epigraphy

In addition to the turquoise glazed inserts in the centre of the geo-
metric strapwork pattern up the sides of the frame (Figure 4.45), and 
the glazed inserts at the apex of the arch and in the spandrels, there 
is a horizontal band of turquoise glazed cursive epigraphy, which 
measures 3.6 m × 0.67 m,98 running across the top of the portal 
(Figure 4.39). The tiles, of which thirteen of the original fourteen 
survive, are irregularly shaped, with the sides often cut at an angle 
to follow the lines of alif and lam hastae. The vertical rhythm is 
maintained through the addition of non-orthographic hastae,99 and 
the letters project beyond the vegetal background, making it some-
what clearer to read than the similar inscription on the Maghak-i 
‘Attari mosque portal. The final tile of the inscription, with the 
date of 1208–9 which overran into the frame, is now missing from 
the building.100 The tile, much restored, was subsequently offered 
for sale by a leading London art dealer in November 2016 (Figure 
4.40), and is now in the process of being returned to the monument 
from whence it was stolen. The full inscription appears to have 
read:101

 قال النبي عليه السالم كنت بهيتكم عن زيارة القبور اال فزوروھا قامت ھذه العمارة في سنة خمس
و ستمائة

The Prophet said, peace be upon him: I had forbidden you to visit 
tombs (ziyara al-qubur). Now make visits. This monument arose 
in 605 [1208–9]

The content of this inscription cannot be allowed to pass without 
comment. It is the final part of a hadith quoted in defence of ziyara 
by Abu Hamid Muhammad al-Tusi, commonly known as al-Ghazali 
(d. 1111), in his Ihya’ ‘ulum al-din (The Revival of the Religious 
Sciences),102 a book considered his greatest work, in terms of both 
size and importance.103

The ground in front of the portal is currently littered with frag-
ments of the turquoise glaze from the inscription, which is being 

Figure 4.39 Chashma-i Ayyub mazar portal: glazed inscription.
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blown off the surface as a result of salt 
sub-florescence building up behind the 
glaze. This is due, in part, to the impervi-
ous nature of the glaze surface.

While this is by no means an unre-
fined building, it is clear that the finest 
moment appears to have passed. Unlike 
earlier buildings, the decoration of the 
panel above the lintel over the door is in 
painted plaster rather than closely fitted 
custom-cut fired bricks. It is a larger 
version of the single band of the pattern 
in brick, which runs above it at the base 
of the entrance hood. It consists of a 
repeated broken square, and is a some-
what simplified version of the pattern 
seen in the spandrels of the Namazgah 
mihrab (Figure 4.37). In addition, the 
decoration in the mazar spandrels, while 
featuring glazed as well as buff bricks, 
echoes the Kufic seen at the Namazgah, 
but is merely decorative, consisting of 
both left-facing and right-facing turquoise 
glazed gammadion crosses (swastikas) 
with unglazed bricks set between them. 
The same pattern is also seen, but with 
unglazed bricks, in the Banijurid citadel 
portal at Hulbuk, in southwest Tajikistan 
(Figure 4.41). Now in the Kurbanshaid 
Museum, the preserved upper left-hand 
section, including the spandrel, shows the similarity between the 
two portals, and demonstrates the regional usage of the pattern on 
the portals of different building types.104

Decoration

Alongside the baked brick and glazed tile decoration, and unlike 
the decoration in the same location at the Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque 
portal, the upper corner sections of the hood of the portal feature 
carved stucco sections (Figure 4.45 (right)). These are decorated with 
curvilinear vegetal patterns similar to those seen in the background 
of the main inscription band, and the same tripartite flower motif as 
is seen in the centre of the glazed eight-point star tiles in the centre 
of the octagonal patterns in the main frame around the edge of the 
portal. The use of the same motifs, across different media and scale, 
gives the entire composition a greater degree of aesthetic unity, and 
it can be seen to be more than the sum of its parts.

Figure 4.40 Chashma-i Ayyub mazar 
portal: final (restored) tile featuring the 
date from the glazed inscription.
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Below the quarter-hemisphere-shaped stucco sections are four 
tiers of very tall and narrow muqarnas cells of a kind not seen 
elsewhere. Unlike those at the Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque portal, they 
simply project slightly from the two walls, rather than forming a 
squinch that bridges the two. As with the earlier portal hood, the 
central rib and corner sections are delineated with a decorative band, 
but instead of epigraphic bricks, the Chashma-i Ayyub mazar portal 
has bands of concave circles in relief (Figure 4.42). The rib itself 
has a rather honeycomb-like appearance, in contrast to the earlier 
interlocking squares in Bukhara. The pattern, consisting of bands 
of six-pointed stars separated by two small hexagons, manages to 
achieve a complex appearance through the manipulation of three 
simple shapes. These consist of X-shaped sections, V-shaped sections 
and elongated rhombus-shaped sections of terracotta (Figure 4.43).

Above the panel of plaster decoration over the door is a band 
of brick decoration with the same pattern, which is related to the 
checkerboard panels seen in the other buildings addressed in this 
chapter, but it is a much simpler version, consisting only of one-
square and three-square units (Figure 4.44). In addition, there was an 
error in the planning, and as a result the final part of the composi-
tion, at the right, does not end with a full repeat, giving it a rather 
awkward and unsymmetrical appearance.

Figure 4.41 Remains of the citadel portal, Hulbuk (Joachim Gierlichs).
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The vase-shaped capital is a motif seen across the region, but 
seems to be largely reserved for buildings erected under Qarakhanid 
patronage in the eleventh and twelfth centuries,105 and was later 
employed on a large number of Timurid structures.106 The form of 

Figure 4.42 Chashma-i Ayyub mazar portal: hood detail.

Figure 4.43 Chashma-i Ayyub mazar portal: drawing of the central rib 
pattern and constituent elements.

Figure 4.44 Chashma-i Ayyub mazar portal: band of decoration at the 
base of the hood, over the door.
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the two capitals, sitting atop octagonal engaged columns, is identical 
to that found across the wider region. In terms of decoration, they are 
somewhat plainer than the two at the Namazgah and the Maghak-i 
‘Attari mosque portal, but still feature some strapwork decoration of 
the kind commonly seen in the knotting of lam/alif hastae in Kufic 
inscriptions. The one on the left in Figure 4.45 has a central knot, 
while the one on the right has a simpler overlapping pattern running 
vertically down the middle. Whilst appearing to be single blocks, the 
capitals are each built up with six bricks stacked on top of each other 
and then cut to shape and the patterns carved into them.

Like the capitals, the column bases consist of single bricks stacked 
and then cut to shape, with a series of lines incised into the surface 
to mimic the appearance of vertical ribs and individual small bricks. 
While it was a common practice across the wider Iranian world to 
incise lines into stucco to create the visual aesthetic of brickwork, it 
is more unusual to see it on terracotta. In contrast, the shafts of the 
engaged columns are built up with numerous individual cut bricks.

Brick plugs

The portal has only one type of rising-joint plug, and it has a pattern 
not seen on the plugs of any other surviving buildings in the region. 
The only areas of the portal with double-stack and rising-joint brick-
work are the sections of wall projecting at 90 degrees either side of the 
doorway. The plugs feature a diagonal line with a crescent-like shape 
at the top and bottom, and bear a passing resemblance to the figure-
of-eight plug at the Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque. However, the surface 
of the main diagonal line is incised with a miniature version of the 
cross-over pattern (Figure 4.46) seen on a larger scale on the façade 
of the portal and around the top of the pointed-arch recess panel to 
the left of the portal. The incised lines on the brick plug are also 

Figure 4.45 Chashma-i Ayyub mazar portal: left capital (left), glazed tile in outer frame 
(middle), stucco panel in the left-hand corner of hood over the door (right).
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similar to the plaiting seen on the horizontal elongation 
of letter forms on numerous Samanid epigraphic wares107 
and coins,108 suggesting a degree of continuity across 
time and media. There is no clear schema to the way 
the plugs are placed, as while the majority of the plugs 
have the diagonal line running top-left to bottom-right, a 
significant number are placed in reverse. The irregularity 
is indicative of slightly less care and precision on the 
part of the craftsmen who installed them, and may be 
compared with the way in which the turquoise glazed 
tiles are set at different orientations in the main framing 
band of decoration, some with the floral decoration set 
vertically, and others with it set diagonally.

Design clues

In the absence of any signatures or technical treatise, a 
close study of a section of the border pattern on the inside 
of the main decorative frame provides an insight into the 
design process and working methods of the craftsmen 
responsible for the construction of the building. Figure 
4.47 (left) shows a number of the shallow underlying 
construction lines which were incised into the bricks after they 
were in place, to allow for the carving of the deeper lines of the 
cross-over section of the pattern. The two main bands were installed 
as such, but the fact that one of the construction lines on the large 

Figure 4.46 Chashma-i 
Ayyub mazar portal: 
rising-joint brick plug.

Figure 4.47 Chashma-i Ayyub mazar portal: brick with incised construction lines (left); 
and Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque portal: brick on lower-left of portal with incised lines 
(right).
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bricks extends over onto the upper-left band proves that the cross-
over pattern was planned and executed once the bricks were in situ. 
Similar lines can also be seen on a section of the frame around the 
geometric strapwork panel on the lower left of the Maghak-i ‘Attari 
mosque portal (Figure 4.47 (right)), although none are visible on the 
Namazgah.

Having now examined three of the most important surviving 
Qarakhanid structures in the Bukharan Oasis, and seen the specifi-
cally Bukharan iteration of the style, it is to the minarets that our 
attention turns in the following chapter, including two more twelfth-
century structures in the same region, namely, the Kalan minaret in 
Bukhara of 1127, and the similarly shaped minaret in Vabkent of 
1198–9. They share a number of features not only with the three 
buildings discussed here, but also with the wider corpus of minarets. 
Some of their characteristics are shared with minarets built by the 
Ghaznavids, Ghurids and Seljuqs across the wider region, but others 
can be shown to be distinctively Qarakhanid in origin.

Notes

 1. The two minarets, in Bukhara and Vabkent, are discussed below in 
Chapter Five.

 2. A namazgah, the Persian word for musalla, is an open-air area for 
prayer by large groups of worshipers, and generally consists of just a 
qibla wall, mihrab and minbar.

 3. The Namazgah is located at 39.761706 N, 64.411868 E.
 4. Nil’sen, 1956, p. 62. The later part of the structure has also suffered 

extensive losses. The pishtaq and the dome have lost all their glazed 
tiles. Schuyler describes ‘the blue dome of the mosque Namasga stand-
ing out in its green garden’ (Schuyler, 1876, p. 85) on his approach to 
the city.

 5. Nil’sen, 1956, p. 64.
 6. See Bregel, 2003, pp. 22–23, maps 11–16, for the fluctuations in the 

extent of the lands under Qarakhanid control from the tenth to the 
thirteenth centuries.

 7. The Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque is located at 39.773152 N, 64.418368 E 
and measures 13.35 m × 17.6 m.

 8. Arapov, 2013, p. 194. Nil’sen, 1956, p. 74, fig. 31, shows the location of 
the four original columns of the tenth-century Samanid mosque.

 9. Nil’sen, 1956, p. 72.
 10. The Chashma-i Ayyub mazar is located at 39.970283 N, 64.636439 E.
 11. Chmelnitzkii, 1996, p. 225.
 12. The portal, which is 5.56 m wide, projects 1.16 m from the wall on the 

left side, with nothing remaining of a wall to the north side, if indeed 
there ever was one.

 13. See Chapter Three for a detailed study of the three tombs in Uzgend.
 14. Bosworth, 2010, p. 20.
 15. For an overview of the Qarakhanids and their relationships with the 

Seljuqs and the Qara Khitai, see Golden, 1990, esp. pp. 365–70; Biran, 
2005, pp. 52–5.
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 16. For an overview of the period of Qarakhanid involvement in Bukhara, 
from 992 to 1212, see Frye, 1997, pp.142–95. For a study and genealogi-
cal list of the Burhanids, see Pritsak, 1952, esp. pp. 88–91.

 17. Frye, 1997, pp. 179–82.
 18. Rutkouskaya, 2012, p. 86. See the full thesis for a study of the changing 

approach to the restoration of the monuments of Bukhara from 1965 
to 1991 through the prism of articles published in the architectural 
journal Arkhitektura i Stroiletistvo v Uzbekistana (Architecture and 
Construction in Uzbekistan).

 19. See Schuyler, 1876, pp. 85–113, for his description of the week he spent 
in Bukhara.

 20. Another example is the twelfth-century minaret in Vabkent, examined 
in detail in Chapter Five.

 21. There remains some room for debate as to the exact date of the poly-
chrome glazed panels, a topic that is examined in detail below.

 22. Ibn al-Athir, 2005, p. 63.
 23. Frye, 1997, p. 179. For more details, see Ibn al-Athir, 2005, pp. 63–4.
 24. Barthold, 1968, p. 319. He is said to have ordered the construction 

of the Friday Mosque in 1121–2, the Kalon minaret in 1127 and two 
palaces, as well as the restoration of the citadel and the city wall, 
and the restoration of Peykand. O’Kane, 1994, p. 50, cites Narshakhi’s 
date of 1121–2 for the order by Arslan Khan for the erection of the 
minaret.

 25. Bosworth, 2010, p. 16.
 26. The extension of the qibla wall to the north is clearly later, as are 

the polychrome epigraphic tiles set above the pointed-arch niches, 
although neither are necessarily as late as the domed structure which 
was added in 1541–2.

 27. Because of the extensive losses to the structure, the measurements for 
the drawing were not taken at a particular height, and it represents 
a composite of the surviving areas for each section of decoration. In 
addition, the wall extends further back than shown in the plan, but 
the original thickness is unclear as a result of later additions to the 
structure in the sixteenth century.

 28. Majeed, 2006, p. 22, notes that the earliest known examples of monu-
mental square Kufic are on the minaret of Mas‘ud III at Ghazna in 
Afghanistan, datable to 1115. However, although the square Kufic runs 
diagonally, the text is simple, with the apparent complexity a result 
of the addition of numerous superfluous decorative elements (ibid., 
p. 26). In contrast, the square Kufic in the Namazgah tympanum does 
not have any superfluous elements and thus represents a significant 
advance in technical composition. See Smith, 1936, p. 323 and p. 324 
fig. 213, for what he describes as the earliest dated example of ‘square 
Naskhi’, on the shaft of the Gar Manar in Isfahan of 1121–2. In that 
case the boustrophedonic script appears to repeat al-mulk li’llah.

 29. Grazhdankina, 1958, p. 129, fig. 32. For more details of the structure 
see ibid., pp. 129–30.

 30. See Pribytkova, 1955, pp. 54–5, figs 57–9, for drawings of the three 
panels, featuring ‘Ali, Bu Bakr (sic) and ‘Umar, respectively.

 31. The decorative fillers are the L-shaped section in the bottom left, below 
the Allah, and the two L-shaped sections above the kaf of al-mulk.

 32. There are also several non-epigraphic plugs inserted into the outer 
geometric band on both sides of the central mihrab projection.



148 MEDIEVAL MONUMENTS OF CENTRAL ASIA

 33. There are eighteen glass plate negatives of the Namazgah taken by 
Cohn-Wiener, now in the British Museum, showing the now lost 
Kufic and cursive inscriptions. Babakhanov, 1962, fig. 8, shows some, 
but not as much of the inscription was still in place several decades 
later. In addition, images taken in 1987 by Roya Marefat, available on 
Archnet, show the section of tile on the northern panel still present, 
where only the mortar now remains, and demonstrate that the large 
hole to the right of the mihrab section was not opened up. In addi-
tion, the images show that the removal of the bricks covering the 
lower section, and the plaster covering much of the upper section 
of the projecting elements to the side of the mihrab, also occurred 
sometime after 1987. See the images at: http://archnet.org/sites/2120/
media_contents/1191.

 34. Although the words are unclear, the final part of the text appears to be 
in addition to the shahada, and turns to run vertically up the end of 
the panel.

 35. I am indebted to Robert Hillenbrand for supplying a copy of the photo-
graph.

 36. Examples include a dirham issued in the name of Nasr ibn ‘Ali of 
c. 992–1013 in the author’s collection. See Chapter Seven for a study of 
the links between architectural, Qur’anic and numismatic epigraphy 
under the Qarakhanids. The same form of ha’ with the high mim can 
be seen on the marble cenotaph of Mahmud in Ghazni. See Wannell, 
2009, p. 33.

 37. The simpler capital to the south, and the two at the Chashma-i Ayyub 
mazar, consist of six bricks, while the larger ones flanking the mihrab 
consist of eight bricks.

 38. For the best studies of Timurid architecture, see O’Kane, 1987, for 
Khurasan, and Golombek and Wilber, 1989, for the wider corpus of 
buildings.

 39. The letter forms and decoration are similar, but the stacking of the 
lettering at the Namazgah is different.

 40. I am indebted to Abdullah Ghouchani for kindly providing the reading 
of this inscription.

 41. The plugs all measure 3.5 cm wide × 7.5 cm high.
 42. Hillenbrand, 1994a, p. 344, fig. 247, has an image of the portal of the 

Ribat-i Sharaf. See ibid., pp. 338–46, for an overview of early Iranian 
and Central Asian caravanserais. The woman responsible for the res-
toration of the Ribat-i Sharaf was the Great Seljuq sultan Sanjar’s wife, 
the Qarakhanid princess Turken Khatun (Peacock, 2015, p. 180).

 43. The narrow recessed sections are 110 cm wide, while the wider one, 
although largely hidden by the later construction appears to have a 
total width of c. 182 cm.

 44. For this reason, the reconstruction drawing does not include a minbar, 
even though Nil’sen, 1956, p. 143, cites the relevant passage from the 
Persian summary of Narshaki, which states that a minbar and mihrab 
were both added at the same time. Furthermore, given the exposed 
location in the building’s initial incarnation, the minbar is unlikely to 
have been made of wood.

 45. Narshakhi, 1954, p. 51, cited in Karev, 2005, p. 79. The minbar, mihrab 
and maqsura were carved and decorated (tarashidand va munaqqash 
kardand) in Samarkand.

 46. The increased complexity of the some of the patterns, along with the 
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presence of a construction break, makes it impossible to exclude a date 
even as late as the fourteenth century, but the limited glazed elements 
suggests that, on the balance of probability, the mihrab projection does 
indeed date from the twelfth century.

 47. Nil’sen, 1956, p. 69, fig. 29.
 48. Pickett discusses the dating of the portal, and prefers Rempel’ and 

Pugachenkova’s dating to the late twelfth century, citing similarities 
to the unglazed inscriptions at the two later tombs at Uzgend of 1152 
and 1186, respectively, as well as the later glazed inscription at the 
Malik-i Zuzan of 1218 (Pickett, 1997, p. 28). O’Kane, 1994, p. 51, goes 
as far as to suggest that the patron was ‘Abd al-‘Aziz II, a member of 
the Al-i Burhan and the patron of the minaret at Vabkent, basing his 
argument on the similarities between the inscriptions on the two 
structures. Öney 1987, p. 37 gives a date of 1178-9, without providing 
any evidence for such a precise date.

 49. The portal projects 2.99 m on the left and 2.79 m on the right.
 50. Nil’sen, 1956, pp. 71, 76.
 51. Pugachenkova, 1980, pp. 24–6, cited in Rutkouskaya, 2012, p. 56.
 52. One of the earliest references to the building is by Vámbéry, who 

saw the building in 1873. He described it as subterranean and noted 
the presence of ‘Kufish’ inscriptions, which he used as evidence to 
dispel local myths as to the building having been built by the last fire 
worshippers (Vámbéry, 1874, p. 363).

 53. See Shishkin, 1948, pp. 3–21. Two new axonometric drawings of the 
mosque can be seen in Gangler, Gaube and Petruccioli, 2004, pp. 120–1, 
figs 8.04 and 8.05.

 54. See Nil’sen, 1956, pp. 70–83.
 55. See Bulatov, 1978, pp. 290–2.
 56. The reading was kindly suggested by Bruce Wannell.
 57. The lettering is also very similar to the style of a Qur’an dated 1177, 

now in the Topkapı Museum in Istanbul, EH42(1). The connections 
between the architectural inscriptions and calligraphy are examined 
in detail in Chapter Seven.

 58. Because of the inconsistencies in each individual iteration of al-mulk, 
the drawing is a representation of the overall design, rather than one 
specific example. Each repeat measures approximately 5 cm × 8 cm, 
with three repeats of the inscription on each brick.

 59. Blair, 1992, p. 274, fig. 133, for the Ghazna inscription (1059–99), and 
ibid., p. 261, fig. 106, for the inscription at the Ani congregational 
mosque (1086–7), in eastern Turkey.

 60. See Flury, 1920, pl. XXXVIII A, at the beginning of fi. The inscrip-
tion, dated 1091–2, gives the name of Sultan Malik Shah and is in 
Diyarbakır. A far cruder inscription at the tomb of Imam Sahib near 
Balkh in northern Afghanistan, created with projecting bricks, has a 
somewhat similar form of mim, but with a far greater degree of attenu-
ation to the vertical decoration. See Melikian-Chirvani, 1968, p. 91.

 61. The coin, weighing 3.4 g and measuring 26.31 mm, was issued in 
the name of Qadïr Khan (author’s collection).

 62. The same style of kaf can also be seen on the inscription band at the 
top of the engaged columns on the portal.

 63. See Wilkinson, 1986, p. 24, pl. 17. The section of plaster measures 27.5 
cm × 20.3 cm.

 64. The Ribat-i Malik is located at 40.122660 N, 65.148305 E.
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 65. For a more mathematical analysis of the pattern, see Bulatov, 1978, 
p. 291.

 66. See Rogers, 1973, pp. 226–31, for a study of the longevity of the style of 
decoration referred to as post-Samarran.

 67. Unfortunately, salt damage has delaminated most of the surface, 
making the pattern difficult to determine with precision.

 68. Lansdell, 1885, p. 142, comments on a limited supply of whitish and 
grey-veined marble in Bukhara in the later part of the nineteenth 
century.

 69. See Chapter Three.
 70. Melikian-Chirvani, 1968, pp. 62–3. See also Sourdel-Thomine, 1971, 

p. 320, which suggests that the tomb was built in the twelfth century.
 71. Only part of the inscription is visible in Josephine Powell’s photograph 

of the portal, reproduced in Melikian-Chirvani, 1968, p. 90, fig. 21. A 
similar inscription can also be seen at the top of the columns flanking 
the Ghurid portal at Herat. See Hansen, Najimi and Christensen, 2015, 
pp. 55, fig. 3.5 and 144, fig. 10.02.

 72. Shishkin, 1948, p. 17.
 73. It may be assumed that the pattern changed again where the third 

panel starts on the mosque portal, but the total loss of the upper 
portion of the structure makes it impossible to know how it originally 
appeared.

 74. For more details of the Samanid tomb ribs, see Chapter One, as well as 
Bulatov, 1976, pp. 58, fig. 22 and 105, fig. 53. See ibid. for a full study 
of the building.

 75. Unlike the examples at the Namazgah, the rib pattern is not quite 
centred, indicating an error on the part of the craftsmen responsible.

 76. See Erdmann, 1969, pl. 9, for an image of a large relief tree-of-life panel 
at Taq-i Bostan which is remarkably similar to the larger panel.

 77. See Karame, 2016, pp. 181–6, esp. p. 186, fig. 5.12. The Qur’an is held 
at the Iran Bastan Museum in Tehran.

 78. See Chapter Six for further details of the brick plugs seen in the wider 
corpus.

 79. The figure-of-eight plug is similar, but not identical, to one seen at the 
Daya Khatun caravanserai in Turkmenistan. See Grazhdankina, 1958, 
p. 129, fig. 32.

 80. The variants include a version of type C with three rather than two 
drilled circles in each half of the plug, and a version of type D consist-
ing of two small figure-of-eights stacked on top of each other.

 81. Akiner, Cooke and French, 1992, p. 262, note that high air temperatures 
and low humidity (annual precipitation in Bukhara is less than 220 
mm) causes high rates of evapo-transpiration at the surface of the build-
ing, and the subsequent accumulation of salts at or near the surface.

 82. Ibid., p. 263, pl. IV, shows salt efflorescence and breaking up to powder 
of the brick surface at the Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque. Ibid., p. 262, table 
II, shows that the upper limit of the salt damage on the Maghak-i 
‘Attari mosque was 2.25 m in 1992. Tests conducted in the same study 
showed that the lower section of the south portal had the efflorescence 
of a complex mix of salt compounds, namely, magnesium sulphate, 
sodium sulphate, potassium nitrate and sodium nitrate. Of these, mag-
nesium sulphate is the most effective, and thus most harmful, agent of 
salt weathering (ibid., pp. 265, 267).

 83. Nil’sen, 1956, p. 71, fig. 30, shows the portal of the mosque with no 
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discernible deformation of the lower section and no significant salt 
efflorescence.

 84. Akiner, Cooke and French, 1992, p. 264.
 85. Ibid., p. 264.
 86. Ibid., pp. 270–1. The authors note that such a process has been imple-

mented at Mohenjo Daro in Pakistan, where there are several monu-
ments suffering a similar build-up of salts from the rising water table.

 87. Ibid., pp. 271–2, for an example in Khiva of a building with a marble 
damp course from the eighteenth century.

 88. Ashurst and Ashurst, 1988, p. 6, notes that any new damp course 
will, in time, create new patterns of moisture movement, and thus 
accumulation of soluble salts.

 89. Sawdy et al., 2010, p. 29, found that a ratio of kaolin:sand:water at 
1:3:0.88 by weight was the most effective. However, they note (ibid., 
p. 36) that the poultice composition needs to be specifically adapted to 
suit the particular characteristics of the material being treated.

 90. Ibid., pp. 29, 33.
 91. There are crystallisation inhibitors available that can alter or limit the 

ways in which salts effloresce on the surface of bricks, but, as with 
all non-traditional interventions, there are risks involved with the 
use of chemicals, and there is a strong possibility of their doing more 
harm than good. This is particularly the case when they are applied 
directly to the surface of the bricks, or when, as at the Maghak-i ‘Attari 
mosque, multiple salts are present at the same time. For a detailed 
study, see Lubelli and van Hees, 2007, pp. 223–34.

 92. Ashurst, 1994, p. 71.
 93. Ibid., p. 104.
 94. Aygen, 2013, p. 189.
 95. Nekrassova, 1996, pp. 67–76. See also Chmelnitzkii, 1996, pp. 224–7.
 96. The wall currently extends 7.35 m to the west, but originally would 

have been longer.
 97. A nearby, and slightly earlier, example is the Ribat-i Malik (c. 1078–9) 

in Navoi. See Nil’sen, 1956, pp. 44–55, esp. p. 52, pl. 19, which repro-
duces a drawing by Lehman of the building as it was in 1841, with both 
walls on either side of the central portal and the corner buttress towers 
still intact.

 98. Nekrassova, 1996, p. 74. The final tile, removed by a government 
official in c. 2014, measures 52.5 cm high, with a depth of 7 cm and a 
width of 30.5 cm. I am indebted to Robert Hillenbrand for bringing this 
to my attention.

 99. It is located at the right-hand side of the eleventh tile from the right.
 100. The final tile can be seen in Soustiel and Porter, 2003, pp. 33–4.
 101. Based on the reading given in Soustiel and Porter, 2003, p. 36, 

with  corrections. I am indebted to Harry Munt for his assistance with 
this.

 102. Meri, 2002, p. 526, gives the full hadith. See Juynboll, 2007, p. 429, for 
a related hadith by Muhammad ibn ‘Ubayd al-Tanafsi (d. 819) which 
states that the Prophet said ‘visit the tombs, for they remind of death’.

 103. Watt, 1965, p. 1040. See ibid., pp. 1038–41, for an overview of al-
Ghazali’s life and work.

 104. See Siméon, 2012, p. 398, fig. 14b, for a reproduction of Vladimir 
Bazhutin’s sketch of the portal. The portal measured about 8.5 m wide 
and 13 m high (ibid., p. 397). The portal must predate the destruction 
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of the palace by Böritigin (r. 1052–68), son of Ilig Nasr of the western 
Qarakhanids (ibid., p. 401).

 105. The same motif, but delineated in turquoise glazed tile, can be seen at 
the Zuzan madrasa built south of Nishapur in 1218 (see Pickett, 1997, 
pl. 4). Although Blair refers to the building as being a post-Ghurid 
building erected in the Ghurid style, it also exhibits a number of 
decorative features seen in much Qarakhanid architecture (Blair, 1985, 
p. 88).

 106. For the best study of Timurid structures, see Golombek and Wilber, 
1989. See also O’Kane, 1987, for the Timurid architecture of Khurasan.

 107. For a particularly fine example of a plate in the Louvre, see Hillenbrand, 
2015, fig. 4.2. Ibid., p. 60, suggests that the chronology of the wares 
generally attributed to the Samanid period may indeed range from as 
early as the ninth century to as late as the twelfth century. This range 
is due to the lack of secure stratigraphy for most of the finds, or any 
known pieces dated by inscription.

 108. See Volov, 1966, pp. 119–20, and pl. 6, fig. 13, for an image of a Samanid 
dirham, minted in al-Shash in 931–2, with interlace.



CHAPTER FIVE

Qarakhanid Minarets

Whilst they form part of a wider regional trend, a number of 
distinctively Qarakhanid minarets survive across the region. This 
chronological study looks at the corpus in its entirety and demon-
strates the connections between them, as well as links to the decora-
tion of other contemporaneous structural typologies. Minarets in 
Samarkand, Balasagun, Uzgend, Termez, Bukhara and Vabkent are 
examined in order to demonstrate the different variants as well as 
unifying elements within the extant corpus.

A wide array of forms were employed for minaret construction and 
decoration across the wider region, including areas in which control 
overlapped or changed hands between different dynasties throughout 
the course of the eleventh and twelfth centuries. There are discern-
ible links between some of the formal and decorative elements of 
Qarakhanid minarets and those of the Seljuqs to the west, as well 
as the Ghurids and Ghaznavids to the south.1 However, despite the 
broad similarities with minarets erected under Seljuq, Ghurid and 
Ghaznavid patronage, the minarets within the Qarakhanid corpus can 
be viewed as representatives of a unique and distinctive regional style.

Perhaps the single most striking architectural form developed in 
the lands under Qarakhanid control is the battered shaft minaret, 
often with a distinctive lantern structure covering the balcony. 
Numerous examples survive, in varying degrees of preservation and 
originality. Apart from a couple of structures built in the far off Rum 
Seljuq empire in Anatolia,2 this form is unique to the region and 
does not appear to have been adopted into the wider corpus Seljuq, 
Ghaznavid or Ghurid minarets in Iran and Afghanistan. The closest 
comparable structures are to be found in Dehistan, which is relatively 
close to the lands under the Qarakhanids, but located to the south of 
the Oxus River, which marked the southern boundary of their terri-
tory. Two damaged minarets survive in Dehistan. Of the truncated 
battered shaft of one of the minarets, dated 1102, 20 m remain. The 
upper section features a band of outset fret brickwork of the type 
similar to those in panels at both the Namazgah in Bukhara and the 
Ribat-i Malik in Navoi. It does not feature double-stack bond, or 
any joint plugs, of the type seen in most Qarakhanid examples. The 
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other minaret, associated with the main Friday Mosque, does have 
double-stack bond, but no plugs, and no bands of ornament survive 
on the extant 20-m tall battered shaft.3

There are no surviving minarets from the period of Samanid rule in 
the region, although the foundations of the tenth-century minaret of 
the main mosque in the citadel of Afrasiyab were excavated in 1904. In 
addition, Narshakhi mentions a minaret with a wooden top which was 
built for the former main mosque of Bukhara, near the citadel, by the 
vizier Abu ‘Abdallah al-Jaihani in 918.4 While it is clear that there were 
minarets in the region prior to the period of Qarakhanid rule, little is 
known about their form and decoration, and the few later, surviving 
structures are all there is upon which to base an understanding of what 
the lost minarets may have looked like. Given the similarities seen 
in the decoration of both Qarakhanid and Samanid-era monuments, 
and the difference in form between Qarakhanid minarets and that of 
the ones built by the contemporaneous Seljuq, Ghaznavid and Ghurid 
craftsmen, it is not beyond the bounds of reason to suppose that the 
Samanid minarets were similar in form to those seen in Balasaghun 
and Uzgend, and they may have had lanterns, as mentioned by 
Narshakhi in the Bukharan example, which were of a similar form to 
the surviving Qarakhanid ones in Bukhara and Vabkent.

The minarets can be divided into two broad groups, namely, those 
with an entrance at ground level, and those with the entrance to 
the staircase raised up the shaft. While in several cases it may be 
assumed, or it is known, that there was a mosque close by which 
would have allowed access from its roof, the lack of engaged masonry 
in most cases suggests that a ladder was used and the minarets were 
still free-standing, even if there was a mosque in close proximity.

The entire corpus has experienced extensive restoration and 
reconstruction, with the lower decorative and upper structural sec-
tions having seen the greatest level of interventions throughout the 
twentieth century, but the existence of a number of images taken 
prior to the main programme of restoration, which began in the 
1920s, allows for a clearer understanding of what is original and 
what is of twentieth-century vintage. Several of these are reproduced 
below in order to give a more accurate, if incomplete, view of the 
most heavily restored structures.

The corpus of minarets

The base and lower portion of the shaft of the eleventh-century 
minaret in Samarkand are part of the earliest phase of construction 
at the Shah-i Zinda complex, being the only standing pre-Mongol 
element.5 It was built into the northwest corner of the shrine 
complex of Qutham ibn ‘Abbas and is now largely encased within 
the later fabric of the miyan-khane (ambulatory) of the complex. 
The significance of the structure, while rather crude in its execu-
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tion, lies in the fact that it is the only standing structure to remain 
in Samarkand from the Qarakhanid period. The early date of the 
minaret demonstrates that the motifs and forms which were to be 
used on larger-scale minarets in a more refined manner in the follow-
ing century were established in the earlier period of Qarakhanid rule.

The minaret is only 1.7 m in diameter, with a small portal-like 
feature on the north side of the base, which is 2.2 m high and 0.6 m 
wide (Figure 5.1). The full height of the minaret, which is largely 

Figure 5.1 Shah-i Zinda minaret, Afrasiyab (drawing after Nemtseva and Shvab, 1979, 
p. 92, fig. 105).
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encased inside the fabric of a later structure, is 12 m.6 There is 
currently a dome on the top of the minaret, but this is not visible 
in the earliest photographs of the Shah-i Zinda and dates from the 
twentieth century.

The lower portion of the north side of the shaft remains visible, and 
consists of double-stack bond with simple rising-joint plugs (Figure 
5.2). The plugs are larger than normal, at 11 cm high, as the relatively 
short bricks have wide mortar beds, with a thickness of c. 2 cm.7 The 
plugs are crudely and irregularly executed and the overall effect is far 
from the refined appearance of the finest Qarakhanid brickwork, but 
is still clearly related.

A similar form of insert, but lacking the central horizontal section 
and the incised vertical and horizontal lines, is used to create the 
hexagonal voids in the spandrels of the fictive entrance to the 
minaret, which consists of three steps up into a semicircular niche. 
The actual entrance was via a set of steps which ran up the east side 
and then accessed the minaret staircase from the rear.8 In order to 
have structural integrity, the tip-to-tip triangle inserts have a facet 
either side at the rear, changing the profile to a rectangle.9 The face of 
each plug is incised with two thin lines which are placed close to the 
edge and cross at the very centre to form an X (Figure 5.3).10

Bull-nose bricks are used to create the overlapping border and 
arch, but the rest of the structure consists of regular shaped bricks of 
varying sizes.11 The use of bull-nose bricks for the overlapping frame 

Figure 5.2 Shah-i Zinda minaret, Afrasiyab: shaft double-stack brickwork 
and rising-joint plugs.
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decoration is not seen in most later structures, which tend to have 
a faceted rather than rounded surface, but can be seen on the façade 
of the, largely ruined, eastern Khoja Nakshron tomb in Tajikistan 
(Figure 5.4).12 Such similarities demonstrate that there was a mobil-
ity of both styles and craftsmen, and that both unique and wider 
regional elements were combined in the same structure on occasion.

The minaret is by far the least ornamented, as well as the smallest, 
in the corpus. However, it appears to be among the earliest, and has 
the unusual portal-like feature as well as being accessed from the 
rear, both features which are not seen on any of the other minarets 
in the region.

Figure 5.3 Shah-i Zinda minaret: spandrel plug face.
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Figure 5.4 Khoja Nakhshron tomb façade, Tajikistan.
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Jar kurgan minaret

Given the regular shifts in the control of Termez and its environs 
in the eleventh and twelfth centuries,13 it is possible that the Jar 
Kurgan minaret, located 38 km north of Termez, is the result not of 
Qarakhanid but Seljuq patronage, as it was built by the isfahsalar and 
emir of Khurusan. However, the close formal relationship between 
the ribbed decoration of the shaft and the mural articulation seen at 
both the Ribat-i Malik and the Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque portal, as 
well as the earlier koshks of Merv, make it worthy of study in this 
context. Now free-standing, it was originally in the vicinity of a now 
lost mosque. The building was discovered by F. N. Zukov in 1879 
and was recorded by the Russian painter Nikolay Karazin (d. 1908).14 
The first article to address the minaret in any detail was written by 
Shishkin in 1950, and includes a translation and transcription of the 
inscriptions.15 The minaret was repaired in 1934,16 at which point 
the section of the shaft above the inscription band was removed and 
levelled off. Subsequently, the lower sections of the facets of the 
octagonal base were refaced.

The minaret is now 21.6 m high, with first 4 m above ground 
consisting of an octagonal base.17 The shaft of the tapering minaret 
features sixteen ribs, and tapers to a width of 4.1 m at the current, 
truncated, summit. It also has a slight lean to the southwest.18 The 
horizontal bricks used for the ribs have a curved face, while the verti-
cal ones are of the standard form. The herringbone pattern brickwork 
on the shaft has aged to a wonderful beige sheen, and there are two 
slit windows, one lower and one higher up. The bricks in the space 
between the ribs are vertically set and alternate between single and 
paired bricks.

The base,19 which has been extensively repaired, retains several 
sections of the original outset fret brick decoration. The pattern is 
closely related to the ones on the shaft of the Balasaghun Minaret 
and the façade of the central tomb at Uzgend, but the pointed-arch 
lancet recesses are an innovation unique to the Jar Kurgan minaret. 
Only the upper section of the pattern, which appears to have been 
the same on all facets save the one with the entrance to the shaft 
stairs, survives on any of the facets. However, the best preserved 
section shows that the outset fret pattern originally extended down 
the side of the lancet-shaped recesses as well as across the top (Figure 
5.6).

The last of the eight inscription panels (Figure 5.7) on the base 
gives the date as 502, which corresponds to 1108–9.20 The eight 
panels read:21

1 تقررالى هللا تعالى ذبايخ
2 المسجد و المنارة االمير

3 االسفهساالر االجل



160 MEDIEVAL MONUMENTS OF CENTRAL ASIA

4 السيد الكيرالمويد العاد
5 ل عماد الدولة و الدين

6 معين االسالم و المسلمينن
7 امير خراسان ابوسعيد

8 و سعر )?( نصرت امير المومنين

[the person who] presents to God the Exalted the offerings of the mosque and 
the minaret [is] the amir, the most mighty Isfahsalar [military commander], 
the great sayyid, the noble supporter, sustainer of the state and the faith, 
helper of Islam and the Muslims, Amir of Khurasan, Abu Sa‘id… the help of 
the Commander of the Faithful 

The final panel has the date, corresponding to 1108–9, written in the 
upper register, and reads:22

اثنى و خمس ماية

Five hundred and two

The horizontal pairing and vertical addorsing of just one form of 
elongated leaf-shaped terracotta insert in the middle and upper regis-
ters of the eight rectangular inscriptions on the base of the minaret is 
a simple and effective method of ornamenting what would otherwise 
be quite plain inscriptions.

Alongside the Kufic inscriptions in the recessed panels of each 
of the eight facets of the base there is also a large ornamental Kufic 
inscription around what is now the top of the shaft, but which previ-
ously extended significantly further up. In addition, one of the sixteen 
ribs, rising up from above the end of inscription panel number eight 
on the base, has a vertical inscription panel featuring the name of the 
architect (Figure 5.8). It reads:24

عمل علّى بن محمد السرخسّى

Work of ‘Ali ibn Muhammad al-Sarakhsi

Each facet of the octagonal base has a narrow vertical recessed 
niche with a semicircular plan in the centre beneath the inscription 
panel (Figure 5.6) and hazarbaf decoration on the facets of the base. 
Unlike the other minarets under discussion in this chapter, the diam-
eter of the stairwell tapers as the shaft tapers, allowing for a greater 
reduction in the total width of the shaft without the walls becom-
ing unsustainably thin. By extrapolating the lines of the surviving 
portion of the shaft it is possible to produce a reasonable estimate for 
the original height of the minaret. Assuming a minimum diameter 
of 2 m, and a similar height to width ratio for the lantern as was used 
in Bukhara, then the Jar Kurgan minaret is likely to have approached 
50 m in height when it was first built.
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Upper inscription

The upper inscription band features a narrow guard band with a 
series of terracotta inserts between two courses of bricks above and 
below. These inserts include roundels which are reminiscent of those 
on both the Uzgend minaret and the Samanid tomb in Bukhara. 
They are interspersed with triangles and double shallow U-shaped 
sections. A similar aesthetic, on a smaller scale, is employed imme-
diately below in the spandrels of the squinch arches connecting the 
tops of the ribs running up the shaft (Figures 5.5 and 5.10). The visual 
rhythm of the inscription is maintained through the use of numer-
ous fictive hastae, often in order to create the appearance of twin 
shafts with the stylised form of the widening of the reed pen at the 

Figure 5.5 Jar Kurgan minaret, Minor: photographed by Ernst Cohn-Wiener 
prior to restoration in 193423(left) and plans of the base, bottom and 
current top of the shaft (after Arshavkaia, Rtveladze and Khakimov, 1982, 
p. 77) (right).
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tip attenuated and addorsed. The space in between the paired shafts 
is filled with a repeating pattern which swells in order to fill the 
differing width of the void from one word to the next (Figures 5.9 and 
5.10). The text consists of bismillah al-rahman al-rahim, followed 
by the first half of Qur’an 9:18.25 It reads:

Figure 5.6 Jar Kurgan minaret: base.
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 بسم هللا الرحمن الرحيم انما يعمر مسجد هللا من ءامن باهلل و اليوم االخر واقام الصلوة وءاتى
الزكوة ولم

Bismillah al-rahman al-rahim, The mosques of Allah are only to 
be maintained by those who believe in Allah and the last day and 
establish prayer and give zakah and do not [fear except Allah, for it 
is expected that those will be of the rightly guided.]

Figure 5.7 Jar Kurgan minaret: base inscription panels.

Figure 5.8 Jar Kurgan minaret: architect’s name on the lower portion of the 
shaft (image rotated from the vertical).



164 MEDIEVAL MONUMENTS OF CENTRAL ASIA

Figure 5.10 Jar Kurgan minaret: shaft inscription band.

Figure 5.9 Jar Kurgan minaret: upper inscription band drawing (final section).

اقام الصلوة و ءاتى الزكوة و لم
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Ribs

Such ribs were subsequently employed on both a minaret in Antalya 
in western Anatolia and a tomb in Radkan in eastern Iran in the 
following century. In the case of the Yivli minaret, built during the 
rule of ‘Ala al-Din Kay Kubad I (r. 1220–37), there are fewer vertical 
ribs, whereas the tomb tower at Radkan East has far more ribs, and 
the building is far wider in diameter, creating a different aesthetic. In 
addition, the pointed arches atop each rib have a different form and 
are connected with a light relief loop pattern extending down onto 
the face of the ribs, which give the arches a tri-lobed appearance.26 
The arches connecting the vertical ribs at the top of the shaft of the 
Jar Kurgan minaret are built up with a series of rectangular bricks, 
with a lozenge shape at the apex. Between each arch is a small 
triangular insert at the bottom, with five bands of alternating X- and 
O-shaped inserts in the spandrels of one half of the minaret, and five 
bands of saw-tooth brickwork in the other half (Figure 5.10). The 
inside of each arch is slightly concave, built up with ten courses of 
short bricks.

These are all examples of an architectonic device crossing time 
and space, and being employed across a variety of structural typolo-
gies. The formal relationship to the ribs on the façade of the Ribat-i 
Malik and the quarter-columns on the Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque 
portal suggests that ‘Ali ibn Muhammad al-Sarakhsi was innovative 
in the application of the vertical ribs to the shaft of a minaret, but 
was drawing on a long regional tradition of mural articulation of the 
type seen in the koshk architecture in Merv.

Related structures

The upper section of the minaret of Mas‘ud III (r. 1099–1115) 
in Ghazni, which collapsed in an earthquake in 1902,27 had 
alternating vertical ribs and flanges over the stellate-plan lower 
section (Figure 5.11). The earliest and most accurate image, 
painted in 1839,28 shows the tapered upper section. This can 
be compared with the entirely ribbed shaft of the Jar Kurgan 
minaret, with each vertical element connected at the top with 
a small arch in the same manner on both examples.

Although it is in a different medium, namely, stone, the 
tapered form of the Qutb Minar in Delhi can be seen as broadly 
related, but it is ultimately a very different structure.29 The 
second story of the minaret, built during the reign of Iltutmish30 
(r. 1211–36), features a similar form of ribbing to the shaft as is 
seen at the Jar Kurgan minaret, but the lower section features 

Figure 5.11 Minaret of Mas‘ud III, Ghazni: detail of a painting by 
James Atkinson of 1839.



166 MEDIEVAL MONUMENTS OF CENTRAL ASIA

alternating flanges and ribs, while the third storey is entirely flanged, 
with a stellate plan. The Qutb Minar is clearly more closely related 
to the Ghaznavid and Ghurid traditions of minaret construction, 
although all the surviving large minarets from Central Asia can be 
seen to share certain general characteristics, namely, a tall tapering 
shaft and bands of decoration. While this is also true for many of 
the contemporaneous  minarets in Iran, they do not tend to have the 
same degree of taper, and are generally not as bulky at the base.31

Chor Sutun minaret, Termez

There was another minaret in Termez, which survived into the 
twentieth century, and was built in 1031–2, during the period of 
Ghaznavid control of the city. It shares none of the characteristics 
seen in Qarakhanid minarets, such as being free-standing, having 
a tapered shaft or bands of hazarbaf brickwork. The Chor Sutun 
minaret, located on the northern bank of the Oxus, 1.5 km along 
the Shirabad road from the fortress of Termez, was attached to 
a structure32 and sat on a square base which measured 10 m on 
each side, with an octagonal base which was the same width as the 
cylindrical shaft above, which stood 18 m high. Although already 
truncated when first photographed, there were four equally spaced 
bands of knotted Kufic inscriptions on the shaft.33 In 1927, Viatkin 
read the inscription in the lower of the four inscription bands and 
deciphered the date of the minaret as 1031–2, making it the oldest 
dated minaret in Central Asia.34 Despite its proximity to the lands 
under Qarakhanid control, the lack of any major similarities to other 
surviving minarets in the corpus means it will not be examined in 
detail here.

Balasaghun minaret

Aside from the low remains of three tombs, only the truncated but 
still impressive stump of a single minaret survives at the site of 
the Qarakhanid capital of Balasaghun in the Chu Valley of northern 
Kyrgyzstan. The structure stands in stark majesty at the foot of the 
Tianshen Mountains. In the summer of 1927 Masson supervised the 
repair of the minaret, commonly referred to locally as the Burana 
tower, during which time the date was found to be eleventh rather 
than twelfth century.35 The minaret, on an octagonal base and with a 
battered shaft, of which a significant portion is now missing, is cur-
rently 22 m high, and was estimated by Zasipkin to have originally 
been at least 40 m high.36 It appears to be one of the oldest fired-
brick minarets in Central Asia, and has subsequently been dated to 
the late tenth century by Goryacheva.37

The minaret had suffered extensive erosion, especially to the base, 
which had extreme coving prior to the repairs,38 as can be seen in 
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Figure 5.12. However, it is clear that fragments of the decoration on 
some of the facets of the base survived, and the overall patterns on 
the remaining section of the shaft have been repaired in line with the 
original designs.

The exterior of the minaret39 consists of the eight facets of the 
base which have blind pointed-arch panels with hazarbaf frames, 
and a series of five wide bands and one narrow band of simple 
 hazarbaf running around the shaft, separated by bands of plain 
 brickwork. There are no inscriptions, or even evidence of any having 
been removed from the minaret, which is unusual in the corpus, with 
the small minaret in Samarkand being the only other example with 
no evidence of having featured at least two different inscriptions.

Base

Each of the eight facets of the base has a recessed panel topped with 
a pointed arch (Figure 5.13). The surrounding frames feature simple 
hazarbaf decoration, but just three of the recessed panels, those 
facing northeast, east and southeast, have similar but slightly differ-
ent hazarbaf patterns, with the remaining five panels being plain.40 
The overall appearance of each panel is not dissimilar to the portal 
of the Mir Sayyed Bahram tomb in Kermine, but on a somewhat 
smaller scale. At the apex of each arch is the same rectangle with a 

Figure 5.12 Balasaghun minaret, Burana: in 1924, prior to restoration (left) and in 2015 
(right).
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pointed base shape formed by the thin border crossing over and con-
tinuing, as can be seen on most other Qarakhanid, as well as several 
later Timurid, monuments. In 1974, as part of the restoration works, 
the archaeologist D. F. Vinnik studied the foundations and adjacent 
area of the minaret. He found that the square plan foundations, with 
an area of 12.3 m, are 5.6 m deep and built of alternating layers of 
brick and stone.41

Shaft

The surviving section of the shaft features five wide bands and one 
narrow band of decoration, interspersed with bands of plain bond. 
The bands, from the current top of the shaft down, consist of the 
widest band (band 6) which is formed from a series of five bands of 
relief squares, connected by a short ligature at the mid-point of each 
side (Figure 5.14), with the narrowest band close below, followed 
by another wide band. The remaining three bands of hazarbaf are 
roughly equidistant from each other, with a similar plain band sepa-
rating the last one from the octagonal base.

Although band 6 and band 4 look very different, with the latter 
looking far more complex, in reality they are almost identical in 
terms of both composition and size, but with each square offset at 
the mid-point by a half width horizontally. This results in band 4 

Figure 5.13 Balasaghun minaret base.
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becoming the simplest possible variant of the gammadion cross-
based patterns, with each cross connected by extending the hori-
zontal arm into the next one, forming repeating bands, connected 
by way of short vertical sections at the mid-point of each horizontal 
bar. This has the effect of tying together the individual bands into a 
more cohesive form, by creating a band of crosses above and below 
each of the five standard repeating rows which form the basis of the 
pattern. The whole band is constructed with just two brick sizes, 
one long, laid horizontally, and one short, set vertically (Figure 5.15). 
The upper and lower edges of both bands creates a T-shaped section, 
which corresponds with the shape used for the narrow guard band 
separating the two.

In all cases the outer face of the hazarbaf bands are flush with 
the plain bands above and below, with the background set back 
into the fabric of the minaret shaft. Such an arrangement will have 
helped somewhat with limiting the erosion of the decoration, in 
comparison with having the decoration in true relief and projecting 
beyond the surface. However, the decoration of the minaret was still 
in a very poor state, especially on the upper portion of the shaft, 

Figure 5.14 Balasaghun minaret: band 6 hazarbaf pattern.

Figure 5.15 Balasaghun minaret: band 4 hazarbaf pattern.
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prior to the Soviet-era restorations. All the patterns are quite simple 
in design, using regular construction bricks rather than custom-cut 
pieces,42 but presage the increasing complexity which can be seen 
on later monuments, first at Uzgend and subsequently on the Kalan 
minaret in Bukhara.

Uzgend minaret

The base and a significant portion of the shaft of another Qarakhanid 
minaret survive just to the north of the three tombs in the centre 
of Uzgend.43 The minaret features an octagonal base and a series of 
 hazarbaf bands around the shaft, as well as a now lost inscription 
band above the first wide band of hazarbaf on the shaft.44 It was 
restored in 1923,45 at which point the current lantern was built on 
top. Older images of the minaret show the damaged upper section 
from where a large portion of the shaft fell (Figure 5.16). It may be 
assumed that the minaret was originally taller, and probably had a 
similar appearance to the Kalan minaret in Bukhara. The minaret 
appears to have been built in the twelfth century,46 and sat to the 
north of a now lost mosque.47 The octagonal base has a diameter of 
8.85 m and the original portion of the structure stands just over 19 
m in height.

The central core of the minaret around which the stairs are centred 
is built with a double-stack bond in the lower portion, but higher up 
this changes to slightly offset single courses. The fact that the central 
core does not have any significant degree of taper, and the thickness 
of the external wall at the current top of the minaret, indicates 
that the shaft was not a great deal higher than it is now. However, 
assuming that there was a lantern in the original iteration, and that 
the top of the shaft would have been corbelled out with muqarnas 
in order to support such a structure, it is possible that the shaft was 
approximately another 9 m taller than it is now. If the lantern had 
similar proportions to the one at the Kalan minaret in Bukhara, this 
would result in the total original height of the minaret in Uzgend 
having exceeded 35 m.

The octagonal base

The octagonal base, with battered facets, sits on a square stone plat-
form in the same manner as the excavated remains of the minaret 
at Aktobe,48 and is the most decorative of the surviving Qarakhanid 
minaret bases. Although it has experienced extensive restoration 
over the past century, enough unrestored fragments survive to allow 
for a fairly clear understanding of its original appearance. Only the 
south-facing facet with the entrance to the staircase has been com-
pletely refaced and retains none of its original surface. Figures 5.16 
and 5.17 show that it was the only one without a recessed rectangu-
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lar panel framed on the top and sides with three facets of an engaged 
octagon. Instead, it just had a double-stack bond around the doorway. 
The remaining seven facets all have the same frame, with the voids 
between the bricks filled with mortar which was incised with a 
variety of different patterns (Figures 5.18–5.20). These are largely 
either eroded or have been replaced with new material, although a 
few remain and are examined in detail below. There are five different 
brick bonds used in the main section of the panels, only one of which 

Figure 5.16 Uzgend minaret, Kyrgyzstan: prior to restoration (after Yinkov, 
1929, p. 28).
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features incised curvilinear decoration in the mortar in a similar 
manner to the surrounding frame, band 1 on the shaft above, and the 
pishtaq of the nearby Nasr ibn ‘Ali tomb. This most decorative bond 
is reserved for the one panel that had a rectangular inscription band 
along the top of the recessed area, but which is now lost (panel 6). 

Figure 5.17 Uzgend minaret: base plan.

Figure 5.18 Uzgend minaret: base facets 3, 4 and 5 (left) and detail of facet 6 (right).
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Like all the base panels, it has undergone extensive renovation, but 
the upper section of the brickwork is largely original and features a 
brick pattern which results in repeating octagons, reflecting the plan 
of the minaret (Figure 5.18). On either side of this are two panels 
with a fairly plain bond consisting of alternating vertically and hori-
zontally set bricks (panels 5 and 7).

Panels 2 and 3 feature a more complex stepped pattern and a 
repeating arrow pattern, respectively. The two panels on either side 
of the doorway (panels 2 and 8) have a simple double-stack bond. 
Despite the relative simplicity of the bond, the mortar beds are 
incised with pairs of thin lines to create a more visually dynamic 
pattern (Figure 5.19). The variety of bonds in the base facets, the use 
of incised patterns in the mortar, and the presumed use of inscrip-
tions, all served to tie together the base panels with the decoration 
of the different bands on the shafts, in order to create a cohesive and 
unified aesthetic for the entire structure.

The use of engaged octagonal columns with wide voids filled with 
mortar with incised patterns is also seen at the Mir Sayyid Bahram 
tomb in Kermine, north of Bukhara. The same motif can also be 
found framing the portal at Ribat-i Sharaf, built in northeast Iran in 
the twelfth century.49 Such an approach is also seen in the engaged 
octagon frame around the recessed panels of the octagonal Mengücek 
Ghazi tomb in Kemah in eastern Anatolia, built in the final decade 
of the twelfth century.50 This is but one example of the transfer of 
architectural forms and decorative motifs from the far east to the far 
west of the Turko-Persian Islamic world in the twelfth century.

There are almost one hundred different stucco patterns incised 
into the border frames of the panels of the minaret base, and the 
wide diversity of variants created within the same basic idiom by 
the craftsmen is a testament to both their skill and innovation. 
The full corpus has recently been published by Imankulov,51 and is 
reproduced in Figure 5.20.

Figure 5.19 Uzgend minaret: base facet 2 frame detail.
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Shaft decoration

The decorative bands of brickwork on the shaft are broadly similar 
across the corpus, but the Uzgend minaret has a taller octagonal base 
section than the twelve-sided one in Vabkent and is closer in form to 
the truncated minaret in Balasagun.

Figure 5.20 Uzgend minaret: base mortar bed decoration drawings (after Imankulov, 
2014, p. 99, fig. 21).
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The patterns trend towards sim-
plicity as they move up the shaft, but 
overall they show a greater degree 
of both variation and complexity, as 
well as less plain brickwork when 
compared with the earlier minaret 
at Balasaghun. The decoration of the 
Uzgend minaret clearly served as a 
prototype for the larger Kalan minaret 
in Bukhara, but is somewhat simpler 
than the later structure. There is 
a clear continuum of development 
from the late tenth century to the late 
twelfth century, trending towards 
increased scale and complexity.

The Uzgend shaft features nine 
primary bands of decoration, five 
wide and four narrow, all of which are 
separated by very narrow guard bands 
consisting of half-length bricks set 
vertically with a horizontal band of 
full bricks above and below. The first 
wide band (band 1), features outset 
fret brick decoration and carved 
mortar decoration in the background 
recesses (Figure 5.22). The first narrow 
band (band 2), is a shallow recess that 
presumably held a now lost inscrip-
tion band. Both have wider guard 
bands consisting of a Greek key-like 
design bordered by the standard guard 
band used higher up on the shaft. The 
incised patterns in the background on 
band 1 are very similar to those in the 
small surviving section on the pishtaq 
of the Nasr ibn ‘Ali tomb nearby, and 
it is likely that the two structures are 
of similar vintage.

The next (band 3) is a wide band 
of hazarbaf which features a lozenge 
pattern, above which is band 4, a narrower band consisting of an inter-
linked square pattern. This is almost identical to the pattern used 
on the remaining fragment of decorative strapwork on the pishtaq of 
the nearby Nasr ibn ‘Ali tomb, which has a generally accepted date 
of 1011–12.52 Above this is band 5, which is a repeat of band 3. After 
the guard bands, which separate all the bands on the shaft, there is 
another narrow band (band 6). It consists of a row of roundels with 

Figure 5.21 Uzgend minaret: section 
drawing with conjectural missing section of 
the shaft in grey.
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voids in the centre and they are made up of sixteen wedge-shaped 
bricks (Figure 5.23). This band is similar to the one running along the 
top and framing the arches at the Samanid tomb in Bukhara.53 The 
use of such long-established motifs, alongside the more innovative, 
if somewhat mechanical, hazarbaf bands highlights the combination 
of innovation and tradition that typifies the Qarakhanid monuments 
built during the eleventh and twelfth centuries.

Band 7 follows the pattern of wide after narrow, and is a wide 
band of double-stacked brickwork54 separated by single rising-joint 
plugs of the standard Qarakhanid type, featuring faceted triangles, 
a central horizontal bar and thin incised lines running vertically 
and horizontally.55 Above this is the narrow band 8, which features 
a series of simple square repeats each filled with four full-length 
bricks. These create a square with each edge extended outwards 
towards the border, and have a small diamond in the centre.

The final surviving band (band 9) is another wide one and features 
a double-stack half-offset bond like band 7, but with wide voids 

Figure 5.22 Uzgend minaret: outset fret with incised mortar decoration on band 1 of 
the shaft.
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between each pair of bricks instead of the rising-joint plug seen 
in the lower band. This use of voids is similar to the current appear-
ance of the Mir Sayyid Bahram tomb in Kermine, but in that case 
the voids were originally filled with mortar incised with lines, the 
majority of which is now lost (Figures 6.11 and 6.14). In the case of 
the minaret, there is no evidence that there was ever any mortar 
in the gaps.

Apart from the simple guard bands, and bands 3 and 5, which are 
both wide bands of hazarbaf with the same lozenge pattern, all the 
other bands are different from each other. The Uzgend minaret may 
be viewed as something of a transitional structure, one which pres-
ages the larger, more decorative, minarets of the following century of 
which only the Kalan and the Vabkent minarets survive.

kalan minaret, Bukhara

The minaret which symbolises the city of Bukhara, the Kalan, or 
Great, minaret is the second iteration on the site, as the first, built of 
wood and, according to Narshakhi, moved from the earlier mosque 

Figure 5.23 Uzgend minaret: shaft bands 2–7.
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near the citadel at the behest of Arslan Khan, collapsed and destroyed 
a third of the mosque at its base.56 The new mosque was ordered to 
be built in 1121, and the current minaret was built six years later 
in 1127. The minaret appears to have survived unharmed until the 
revolution of 1920, when the shellfire of the besieging Bolshevik 
army led by Mikhail Frunze caused extensive damage.57 Alongside 
losses to the surface of the shaft in seven different places, almost half 
of the lantern and a significant portion of the upper shaft on one side 
was destroyed in late August–early September 1920.58

The majority of the repairs replicated the original appearance, but 
the band of glazed tilework at the top of the shaft is certainly not 
original, having been applied during the restoration following the 
damage resulting from the siege of the city in 1920. The photograph 
published by Sarre in 190159 clearly shows the original terracotta 
inscription still largely in place (Figure 5.24), and the geometric 
glazed tiles appear only in images captured after 1920. The minaret, 
being 52 m tall and with a diameter of 12 m at the base,60 is the 
largest in the corpus (Figure 5.34). Following his visit to the city in 
the early 1830s, the British explorer Alexander Burns stated that 
criminals were still thrown from the ‘lofty minaret’, and that only 
priests were allowed to ascend it.61

Shaft decoration

As the earliest intact minaret in the corpus, and with the great-
est diversity of outset fret patterns, it is worthwhile examining its 
different bands in close detail. Almost all of the main decorative 
bands are different, and they vary greatly in width. Not including 
the most basic guard bands, of which there are fourteen, the number 
of decorative bands on the shaft, of all widths, is twenty-three.62 
There is a low decagonal base, but this was covered up when Sarre 
photographed the minaret, and the current decoration is all modern 
and is not included in the above count. Above this lower section are 
two wide bands of double-stack brickwork with paired rising-joint 
plugs (bands 1 and 3). Each of the plugs measures 5 cm × 11 cm, 
and alongside the vertical and horizontal incised lines seen in the 
standard Qarakhanid style of plug63 there is a drilled section at the 
top and bottom (Figure 5.25).

These two sections are separated by a guard band (band 2), consist-
ing of circular terracotta inserts (Figure 5.26). It is only bands 1 and 3 
that feature double-stack brickwork decoration, with double-width 
joint plugs. Unlike the later Vabkent minaret, these are not custom-
made double plugs, but paired single plugs. Band 1 features pairs of 
the more common tip-to-tip triangles with a horizontal bar in the 
centre,64 with incised vertical and horizontal lines, as well as drilled 
holes near the top and bottom (Figure 5.25). These are amongst 
the earliest datable examples of this distinctively Qarakhanid 
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Figure 5.24 Kalan minaret, Bukhara (1127) (after Sarre, 1901).
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 architectural decorative technique. On band 1, each plug measures 
11 cm × 5.5 cm. On band 3, the plugs consist of a central circle with 
a semicircle at the top and the bottom, and again these are paired 
singles rather than one double-width insert as is seen on the later 
Vabkent minaret.

Above was a narrow guard band (band 4), which consisted of 
a simple horizontal overlapping strapwork pattern so commonly 
seen on other Qarakhanid monuments, as well as buildings across 
the wider region. Now either lost or obscured by the recent ahis-
torical inscription band, it can be seen in earlier images (Figures 
5.24 and 5.31). This replaced a highly eroded inscription band (band 
5), discussed below, with a step back above it, one section of which 
forms the threshold of the doorway accessing the staircase. The 
doorway is set into a wide band of hazarbaf consisting of two full 
lozenges tip to tip, alternating with one full and two half lozenges 
(band 6). Above is a narrow band consisting of three offset courses 
of circles (band 7), with a basic guard band above and below.65 The 
next wide band (band 8) features an outset fret pattern which is 
built around a square with a square at each corner, but which is 
given greater complexity by the absence of certain connecting ele-
ments (Figure 5.29).

Figure 5.25 Kalan minaret: paired rising-joint plugs in band 1 of the shaft.
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Figure 5.26 Kalan minaret: lower shaft in 2016.
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While the lower inscription band has a decorative guard band below 
it that features an overlapping strapwork pattern, band 10 sits above 
a narrow guard band (band 9) consisting of a Greek key-like design 
(Figures 5.24 and 5.26) that is very similar to the one seen previously 
on the minaret in Uzgend. Band 10 is the first of the more decorative 
wide hazarbaf bands, based on the gammadion cross and seen on 
numerous other monuments across the Islamic world (Figure 5.27). 
A similar antecedent, but with a line running across the middle of 
each repeat of the pattern, and arranged diagonally, can be seen on 
a wide band of hazarbaf decoration on the shaft of the minaret of 
the Friday Mosque in Simnan.66 The same basic gammadion cross 
is used for band 17, but with a greater number of projecting bricks, 
resulting in a slightly different pattern67 (Figure 5.28).

Band 11 is a narrower band with a simple hazarbaf pattern, again 
separated by the same sort of guard bands as seen near the base of the 

Figure 5.27 Kalan minaret: band 10 outset fret pattern drawing.

Figure 5.28 Kalan minaret: band 17 outset fret pattern drawing.
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minaret. It consists of eight courses of offset square bricks with an 
equal-sized void between them. Band 12 is a somewhat wider band of 
alternating square brick and vertical brick courses, topped by another 
guard band of the standard type seen below. Bands 13 and 15 consist 
of single courses of circles, of the type seen in band 7 below, but with 
rectangular recesses across the middle68 (Figure 5.32). These serve 
to highlight the partially intact foundation inscription, described 
below, which consists of a series of rectangular tiles with varying 
widths in order to limit the number of letter forms and ligatures 
which run over two tiles. Band 16 is a narrow guard band, above the 
band of circles, and is unique. It features bricks with the edge facing 
out as before, but set diagonally instead of vertically (Figure 5.32).

The lower square modular unit band (band 8) features fourteen 
rows of squares, while the similarly constructed upper band (band 
19), but with a different pattern, has eighteen. The majority of the 
pattern is relatively simple, with the same basic section repeated, 
visible on the right in Figure 5.30. However, what is of greater 
interest is the way that the craftsmen can be seen to have adapted 
the pattern where the end met the beginning of the band in order 
to avoid an abrupt transition, but using a pattern that would not 
naturally work for the full length of the band. The adjustments are 
subtle, but visible on the left of Figure 5.30, and show that the use 
of more complex patterns than had been seen before was still at an 

Figure 5.29 Kalan minaret: band 8 outset fret pattern drawing.

Figure 5.30 Kalan minaret: band 19 outset fret pattern drawing.
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 experimental stage. It is perhaps rather telling that although the 
Kalan and the Vabkent minaret are both very similar, in the latter 
example such complex hazarbaf bands were not employed, and a 
variety of different double and single width rising-joint plug patterns 
were used alongside the far simpler double-stack bond instead.

The upper portion of the shaft features a wide band (Band 20) with 
a simple repeating deep relief pattern, the edges of which are cut off 
to create a T-shaped void.69 This edge pattern is almost identical to 
the narrow upper band on the minaret in Balasaghun. The elabora-
tion and elongation of an earlier motif demonstrates that there was 
both continuity and development in the approach to architectural 
design by the craftsmen working for Qarakhanid patrons throughout 
the eleventh and twelfth centuries. Band 21 is separated from the one 
below with the standard guard bands, and is a narrow band with one 
full and two half repeats of a simple outset fret lozenge pattern. The 
central recess of the lozenge is the same form as the void patterns 
in the band below, and helps tie the two together. The penultimate 
band (band 22) is the only true relief one on the whole shaft, and fea-
tures a strapwork pattern consisting of an eight-pointed star. It is the 
same pattern that was used on the Ribat-i Malik pishtaq (Figure 6.5), 
and is the same as the one subsequently used in the same location 
on the Vabkent minaret, but lacks the large glazed inserts seen in the 
latter structure. The relief element may have been to frame the, now 
lost, inscription band above, which was placed immediately below 
the three tiers of projecting muqarnas.

Inscriptions

The surviving inscription band (band 14) is made of large rectangular 
tiles and has suffered extensive losses, but Nil’sen stated that the 
name Arslan Khan and the number five hundred could be made 
out.70 The final word on the inscription band is خمس (five), with no 
room left for the suffix مائة (hundred), so it was inserted into the 
narrow guard band above the ‘five’.71 The main surviving portion of 
the inscription reads:72

بسم هللا الرحمن الرحيم ٲمر ببنا ھده المناره ... العظمة )?( الخاقان العادل المٔوّيد )?( عال ال...
]ارسالن خان مح[مد ابن سليمان... خمس مائة

In the name of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful. There 
ordered the building of this … minaret His Majesty the just 
Khaqan, supporter of ...’Ala al-…[Arslan Khan Muha]mmad ibn 
Sulayman … five hundred

A pair of tiles, with missing sections on either side, appear to 
give part of Arslan Khan’s name, Muhammad ibn Sulayman.73 
The increased level of ornamentation, consisting of a guilloche-
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like pattern running above the mim-dal of Muhammad to the sin 
of Sulayman (Figure 5.33) is further evidence that this particular 
section, and the previous missing sections with the first part of the 
name, were being highlighted to bring attention to the name of the 
patron of the minaret.

Photographs taken in the 1970s show there was a lower inscription 
band74 in stucco (band 5), just below the height of the bridge to the 
minaret doorway. There are elements of the lettering which appear 
to have been somewhat cursive, but the losses were so extensive that 
little more can be gleaned from the extant photographs (Figure 5.31). 
The entire section has since been effaced and replaced with an entirely 
ahistorical glazed inscription in both Kufic and cursive scripts.

There are only two tiles surviving which feature part of the name 
of the patron, but in a photograph taken shortly after the restoration 
of the minaret by Ernst Cohn-Wiener a third can be seen attached to 

Figure 5.31 Kalan minaret: traces of the (now lost) lower inscription band (band 5).

Figure 5.32 Kalan minaret: central inscription band (band 14).
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the right of the remaining two. It is a very small portion of 
the total image, and is indistinct, but the ha of Muhammad 
is visible, and an even more elaborate section of ornamen-
tation is visible, with the fictive hastae replaced by a large 
quatrefoil motif.75

Nil’sen notes that the top of the shaft was formerly 
encircled with another terracotta inscription band (band 
23), which presumably gave the completion date, but he 
states this was covered over with glazed turquoise tiles 
during the restoration in the 1920s.76 The highest resolu-
tion image of the band, published in Sarre’s Denkmäler 
Persischer Baukunst, is frustratingly indistinct (Figure 
5.33), but it is possible to observe that most of the tiles of 
the band were still in place and that the script was similar 
to that used on the central band.

In a similar manner to the later Vabkent minaret, 
there are a few remaining traces of vertically symmetri-
cal vegetal motifs in stucco in the blind arched panels 
between the angular cells in the first tier of muqarnas 
at the top of the shaft, which corbel out to support the 
lantern balcony. The same pattern is repeated in the three 
fragmentary surviving sections (Figure 5.35).

Lantern

Although the lantern suffered considerable damage to one 
side during the shelling in 1920 (Figure 5.36), it remains 
the earliest and most intact example of a form which can 
be presumed to have been widely used, but of which only 
two examples survive.

Figure 5.33 Kalan minaret: central inscription band section with partial 
name (left) and detail of the upper inscription band (band 23) prior to the 
damage of 1920 (after Sarre, 1901) (right).

Figure 5.34 Kalan minaret: sectional elevation drawing (after 
Nil’sen, 1956, p. 87, fig. 36).
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At the base of the lantern there is a simple guard band above the 
muqarnas which is the same as the type used on the shaft,77 above 
which is a narrow band of low-relief strapwork with a flat surface, 
but employing the same pattern as used in high relief on band 22 
near the top of the shaft.78 Above this is a single course of circles, 
which is identical to band 15, with a vertical recess running through 
the middle of each circle.

Figure 5.35 Kalan minaret: lantern (and 1920s glazed tile band).
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The main body of the lantern consists of 
sixteen openings with pointed arches, each with 
an engaged octagonal column, topped with the 
standard Qarakhanid vase-shaped capital. These 
are made up of five courses of bricks, with the 
profile incised on a slightly smaller scale on 
the face to break up the horizontal bands of the 
bricks. The pointed arches are framed by a low-
relief, simple geometric band created through 
the use of two inverted variants of the same tile 
pattern (Figure 5.37). The window openings are 
filled to half their height with low brick walls, 
each with a different hazarbaf pattern (Figure 
5.35). Inside, the lantern ceiling features an inter-
linked octagonal pattern in stucco, applied over 
the brickwork.79

The upper muqarnas which rises above the 
lantern and crowns the structure consists of five 
bands of cells, with none of the bands repeating, 
and described by Nil’sen as each representing a 
logical transition to the next.80 There is no surviv-
ing stucco decoration in the blind arches on the 
first tier, but given the similarity between the 
upper and lower muqarnas sections, it is likely 
that the upper ones were originally ornamented 
in a similar manner. The minaret still dominates 
the skyline of Bukhara, and stands nine centuries 

later as a totemic pattern book of Qarakhanid brick design. As with 
most of the minarets under discussion here, any broader attempt to 
explain a wider-ranging meaning is fraught with difficulty due to the 
lack of evidence. However, Oleg Grabar has argued that the different 
patterns on the shaft of the Kalan minaret are in reality versions of 
the same motif, and takes this to mean that the ornament of the 
minaret is, in part, an expression of the Unity of God.81

Figure 5.36 Kalan minaret: 
lantern interior visible due to 
shelling in 1920.

Figure 5.37 Kalan minaret: drawing of the two inverted terracotta tile variants used to 
create the frame around the lantern windows.
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Vabkent minaret

The minaret in Vabkent (Figure 5.38), 30 km north of Bukhara, is sty-
listically very similar to the Kalan minaret, but there are a number of 
minor differences. It was originally attached to a mosque, which sur-
vived into the middle of the nineteenth century, but was destroyed 
by the early part of the twentieth century and is undocumented.82 
The patron of the minaret was ‘Abd al-‘Aziz II, a member of the Al-i 
Burhan, the group of Hanafite judges who had been powerful in the 
city throughout the twelfth century and ruled Bukhara following the 
decline of Qarakhanid power.83

Nil’sen estimated that the original height of the minaret was 40.3 
m, as part of the 2.3-m high twelve-sided base was buried, and the 
minaret stood 38.7 m above ground level when he surveyed it in 
1944.84 The use of limestone blocks around the elevated doorway 
into the minaret is very unusual for monuments in the region and 
is unique in the corpus of Qarakhanid architecture.85 The shaft is 
narrower and tapers towards the top more conspicuously than the 
earlier Kalan minaret, and both have a slight entasis, which gives 
them a more harmonious silhouette.86 The minaret has the largest 
range of brick plugs in the corpus, with each of the decorative bands 
on the shaft featuring a different style of plug, and these are exam-
ined in detail in Chapter Six.

The shaft features twenty bands,87 of which ten are wide, with the 
height diminishing as they move up the shaft in order to accentu-
ate the sense of verticality, and ten narrow bands. After the first 
three wide bands, which are just separated by standard guard bands, 
the bands alternate between narrow and wide. The majority of the 
narrow bands feature different variants of outset fret patterns (Figure 
5.38), but there are three bands of inscriptions,88 on the first (band 
4), the fourth (band 10), and the tenth narrow bands (band 20), all of 
which are examined in detail below.

Unlike the Kalan minaret, there are no wide bands of hazarbaf 
decoration, but there is a very similar high-relief band of strapwork 
near the top of the shaft (band 19) with a half-octagon profile centred 
on an eight-pointed star pattern. The main difference is that Vabkent 
sees the introduction of large moulded relief turquoise glazed star 
tiles into the middle of the main elements of the pattern. This tech-
nological advance radically changes the appearance of the band, as 
the blue recedes from the eye, making the pattern appear much 
deeper than the earlier monochrome variant. The designers of the 
minaret returned to a more rigid alternating pattern of wide then 
narrow bands on the shaft.
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Figure 5.38 Vabkent minaret, Vabkent (1197).
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Inscriptions

The lowest inscription band (band 4), shown in Figure 5.39, is located 
between the third and fourth bands of double-stack brickwork. It 
starts and ends at the apex of the arch of the doorway into the 
minaret, and gives the name of the patron and the date Jumada II 593 
(1197). The inscription reads:89

 بسم هللا الرحمن الرحيم امر ببنا ھذه المناره العبد الراجي رحمة ربه عبد العزيز ابن الصدر االمام
 االجل الشهيد السعيد برھان الملله و الدين محمد ابن الصدر االمام االجل الشهيد هللا حسام الملله م
 الدين عمر ابن الصدر االمام االجل المازه )?( برھان الملله و الدين عبد العزيز ابن عمر تقبل هللا

منه و ذلك في جمادي االخرة سنة ثالث و تسعين و خمسمائة

Figure 5.39 Vabkent minaret: lower inscription (band 4).
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In the name of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful. Ordered the 
building of this minaret, the slave desiring the compassion of his 
Lord, ‘Abd al-‘Aziz son of the Sadr, the most illustrious Imam, the 
martyr of God, Husam al-Milla wa’l-Din ‘Umar, son of the Sadr, 
the most illustrious Imam al-Maza (?) Burhan al-Milla wa’l-Din 
‘Abd al-‘Aziz ibn ‘Umar, may God accept it from him: and that in 
Jumada II year 593

This inscription band is highly original and has several sections 
which deviate from the base line. It employs a large array of different 
terracotta inserts as ornament around the cut brick Kufic letters. 
The extensive ornamentation includes knotting, fictive hastae and 
numerous vegetal motifs, as well as several stacked letters. There are 
several letter forms that appear almost cursive, especially the alif/
lam in the final al-Imam.90 Alongside these are the very angular and 
somewhat inelegant jim/ha’/kha’ letters, and the inscription does 
not appear to have any exact parallels.91

There are vegetal elements which are similar to those found on 
the Magak-i ‘Attari mosque portal, as well as bow-like motifs of 
the type found on coinage and the inscriptions on the Jar Kurgan 
minaret near Termez. The use of projecting circles with smaller 
circular depressions in the middle can be seen on both the lower 
inscription band and for several of the brick plugs.

The middle band of epigraphy (band 10) consists of repeats of al-Mulk, 
meaning dominion or power, and refers to the commonly used phrase 
al-Mulk Lillah (dominion belongs to God). This is seen on a smaller 
scale on the Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque portal, and became a common 
feature on a monumental scale on later Timurid monuments, where it 
is generally executed in glazed tiles. The inscription features reserved 
ornamentation, with a drop pendant and lozenge placed between the 
two lam shafts, which both bend inward at the top as if to hold the 
pendant motif. The same drop pendant and lozenge motif is placed 
between the upper shaft of the kaf and the alif of the next repeat 
(Figure 5.40). Although there is the appearance of a ligature between 
the kaf and the alif, which preserves the rhythmic appearance of the 
inscription, each repeat is on a separate panel, which is only visible 
due to the thin gap between the kaf and alif letters, thus preserving 
the correct orthography while creating the sense of continuity.

The upper inscription (band 20) is cursive and is on a series of large 
turquoise glazed tiles (Figure 5.41), several of which are now missing, 
but most remained in place in the late twentieth century.92 The 
inscription began with a Qur’an 41:33, followed by the completion 
date of 595 (1198–9). The full text read:93

 قال هللا  لمن ذكره وعّز امر ه و من احسن قوال ممن دعا الي هللا وعمل]صالحا وقا[ل انني من
 المسلمين قال رسول هللا ]صلي هللا عليه و سلم المقذنو[ن اطول الناس اعناقا يوم القيامه تم بنا  ھذه
المنارة في شهور سنة خمس و تسعين و خمس مائة تقبل هللا تعالي ممن امر بالبنا و جزي احسن
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Who speaks better than someone who calls people to God, does 
what is right, and says, ‘I am one devoted to God’? The Prophet of 
God, upon him be blessings and peace, said, ‘The muezzins will 
be the most exalted on the day of judgement’. The construction of 
this minaret was finished in the months of 595, may God accept 
and reward greatly him who ordered its construction.

Figure 5.40 Vabkent minaret: central inscription (band 10).

Figure 5.41 Vabkent minaret: upper inscription (band 20) and strapwork (band 19).
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As a product of the late twelfth century there is increased use of 
turquoise glazed decoration on the Vabkent minaret. Given the geo-
graphic and chronological proximity, and the similarity in the style 
of both the glazed inscription and the star-shaped inserts in the 
centre of the relief strapwork at the base of the lantern, it is likely 
that the same craftsmen and tile manufacturers were involved in the 
construction of both the Vabkent minaret and the Chashma-i Ayyub 
mazar portal.94

Above the upper inscription band is a single guard band, then 
three tiers of tall, angular muqarnas cells. In contrast to those at 
the Kalan minaret, in this case it is the cells rather than the blind 
panels between them that retain traces of vegetal stucco decoration. 
Although fragmentary, these can be seen to feature similar patterns 
to those used in the background of the lower inscription band on the 
shaft. In addition, there are also surviving sections of decoration on 
some of the narrow panels on the second tier as well (Figure 5.42). 
While the muqarnas cells were built in brick, prior to the application 
of stucco decoration, the blind arched panels between the cells are 
plain terracotta slabs, suggesting that they were never intended to 
be ornamented, but instead would have acted as a plain foil to the 
decorative cells beside them.

Lantern

The lantern atop the shaft is very similar to the earlier one in 
Bukhara, but it is markedly more refined and sophisticated in terms 
of the ornamentation, and has a somewhat greater degree of attenu-
ation. There is a more elaborate version of the strapwork band above 
the lower muqarnas, with projecting turquoise glazed hemispherical 
roundels in the centre, but the same guard band as seen on the earlier 
structure. In addition, there is a relief cross-over strapwork band 
with a half-octagon profile running immediately below the windows.

The windows are framed in a similar manner to the ones in 
Bukhara, with engaged octagonal columns and vase-shaped capitals 
formed from cut bricks stacked on top of each other. The centre 
of each of the outward-facing capitals features a shallow circular 
dimpled recess, but they are otherwise unornamented. The low brick 
walls filling the bottom portion of the openings have a range of 
sophisticated geometric strapwork patterns in the central section, 
of a similar type to those used in the bands above and below the 
openings. The spandrels feature portions of an intricate pentagon-
based strapwork pattern, while each opening is framed with a narrow 
vertical band of cross-over pattern, each of which connects with 
a similar horizontal band running around the top of the openings. 
Between this narrow band and the upper tiers of muqarnas there is 
another, wider, band of geometric strapwork, with each constituent 
tile featuring a repeat of the same hexagonal pattern, which con-



QARAkHANID MINARETS 195

nects with those on either side in order to create a continuous band 
(Figure 5.42).

The form of the arches, and the decorative motif at each apex, 
is of the standard Qarakhanid shape, with the addition of six 

Figure 5.42 Vabkent minaret: lantern.
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diamond-shaped bricks inside the shape at the 
apex. The spandrels feature portions of geometric 
strapwork of the type seen in the band immedi-
ately above the three tiers of angular muqarnas 
cells which support the lantern. The structure is 
crowned with a cornice consisting of four tiers 
of angular muqarnas cells. On the first tier, the 
narrow blind pointed-arch panels between the 
cells feature a greater degree of ornamentation 
than is seen on earlier examples, with carefully 
delineated arches and spandrel decoration.

The foundations for tall free-standing minarets 
such as the one at Vabkent extended deep into the 
virgin soil beneath the water table. Archaeological 
excavations at the base of the minaret found that 
the foundations consist of three stepped layers 
(Figure 5.44). The upper edge of the top layer is 7 
cm wider than the octagonal base, and the section 
below is an additional 18 cm wider. The final layer 
extends a further 6 cm out all the way around. The 
twelve-sided base of the minaret is separated from 
the foundations by a single course of stone, in a 
similar manner to the foundations of the Maghak-i 
‘Attari mosque in Bukhara.95

Aktobe minaret

Although there is a sixteenth-century account 
of ruined minarets in Taraz, there are no sur-
viving minarets in the region. The only known 
Qarakhanid minaret within the borders of what is 
now Kazakhstan consists of just the archaeologi-
cal remains of the octagonal base of a minaret in 
Aktobe in southern Kazakhstan. The excavation 
revealed that the octagonal base was 8 m wide, 
and just 2.5 m of the total height was found to be 
intact. The base sat on a square platform and the 
bricks were laid very precisely, with virtually no 
mortar bed visible,96 a characteristic of the best 
Qarakhanid brickwork. Whilst dating the minaret 
with such limited remains is problematic, the 
very thin cultural layer in the area of the minaret 
suggests that it was built in the latter years of 
Qarakhanid rule, at some point during the twelfth 
century.97 The minaret is a little smaller than 
the minaret in Balasugun, but is likely to have 
been similar in height and decorated in a similar 

Figure 5.43 Vabkent minaret: 
sectional elevation drawing 
(after Nil’sen, 1956, p. 97, 
fig. 43).
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manner. This fragmentary structure, while of little importance when 
compared with the far more complete examples, is nevertheless 
significant as it suggests that there were many more Qarakhanid 
minarets across the region that have not survived.

Notes

 1. For a discussion of Central Asian minarets of this period, see Pribytkova, 
1964, pp. 195–206.

 2. For details of the westernmost extent of the Central Asian form of 
minaret developed under the Qarakhanids, see McClary, 2018b, 
pp. 37–49.

 3. For additional details of the two minarets, including modern and his-
torical images, see Mamedov, 2014, pp. 158–79.

 4. Frye, 1954, pp. 50–1. The minaret burned down during the siege of the 
city by Shams al-Mulk in 1068.

 5. Nemtseva, Rogers and Yasin, 1977, pp. 56–7. The base was cleared in 
1962. It was possibly part of an earlier mosque that was converted into a 
shrine with the addition of a mausoleum. See Shvab, 1964, pp. 143–7, for 
further details of the excavation and constituent parts of the minaret.

 6. Nemtseva and Shvab, 1979, p. 93.
 7. The plugs measure 11 cm × 4 cm, and the bricks are all c. 15 cm × 4.5 

cm.
 8. This access is now blocked off with later brickwork.
 9. Each plug measures 4 cm wide and 8.5 cm high, with the full length 

being 7 cm, and the facet extending forward from the rear 2 cm.

Figure 5.44 Vabkent minaret: base and foundation drawing with original 
ground level (after Nil’sen, 1956, p. 106, fig. 46).
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10. A combination of erosion and the less than perfectly regular cutting of 
each piece means that the lines are not visible in every case.

11. See Shvab, 1964, p. 146, fig. 4, for a drawing of the paired bull-nose 
bricks, which measure 29 cm deep, 4.5 cm high and each one is 8.25 
cm wide. The niche has bricks which are as long as 30 cm (with others 
ranging from 27 to 29 cm), of the type seen at the ‘Arab Ata tomb at 
Tim, while the rest of the visible sections employ bricks that are either 
23 cm × 4.5 cm or between 15 and 17 cm × 4.5 cm.

12. For details of the tomb, which is dated to the eleventh–twelfth centu-
ries, see Mukimov, 2013, pp. 118–19. A similar motif is also used on the 
contemporaneous western Khoja Mashad tomb, also in Tajikistan. I am 
indebted to Catherine Hughes for the image of the tomb.

13. See Chapter Eight, pp. 284–9, for further details.
14. Arshavkaia, Rtveladze and Khakimov, 1982, p. 70. See ibid., p. 60, for a 

black-and-white reproduction of a portion of the painting.
15. Shishkin, 1950, pp. 58–70. See pp. 61–2 for details of the early excava-

tions around the base of the minaret, including evidence for the use of 
burned bricks in grey mortar for the foundation.

16. Field and Prostov, 1938, p. 254.
17. Chmelnitzkii, 1996, p. 142.
18. Shishkin calculated the lean to be between 1.5 and 2.5 degrees (Shishkin, 

1950, p. 63).
19. The base consists of two sizes of standard bricks, both of which are 5 cm 

high and either 29 cm or 22 cm wide. The bricks used for the construc-
tion of the base are described as somewhat larger than the standard size, 
with a size of 27cm × 28 cm × 4 cm cited by Arshavkaia, Rtveladze and 
Khakimov, 1982, p. 71.

20. Arshavkaia, Rtveladze and Khakimov, 1982, p. 70. See ibid., pp. 70–1, 
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CHAPTER SIX

The Qarakhanid Aesthetic: 
Structural Methods and Decoration

Although the monuments built within the territories under the 
direct or nominal control of members of the Qarakhanid dynasty 
share many similarities with monuments erected beyond the lands 
under their control, there can be seen to be a number of distinctive 
decorative motifs. Through the detailed study of elements from a 
number of different structures, including brick plugs, wall paintings, 
terracotta and stucco decoration, along with structural elements, a 
clearer understanding of the wider aesthetic can emerge.

The buildings addressed in this chapter include the Ribat-i Malik 
in Navoi and the nearby tomb of Mir Sayyid Bahram, the tomb of 
Ahmed Yasawi in Turkistan, the ‘A’isha Bibi tomb near Taraz, and 
the fragmentary wall paintings from the Qarakhanid royal pavilion 
in Afrasiyab (old Samarkand). The emphasis is primarily on the archi-
tectural ornament employed by the builders, rather than the overall 
plan of structures, in order to establish the distinctive elements most 
commonly, if not necessarily exclusively, found on monuments built 
under Qarakhanid patronage. In addition, reference is also made to 
various aspects of several of the monuments examined in detail in 
the earlier chapters.

The Ribat-i Malik

Although only part of the pishtaq portal now survives, one of the 
most important Qarakhanid buildings, a larger portion of which 
remained extant in the early twentieth century, is the Ribat-i Malik. 
It is located in Navoi, 110 km northeast of Bukhara on the road to 
Samarkand. Following fire damage to the existing early eleventh-cen-
tury structure, the complex was greatly expanded in 1078–9 by Shams 
al-Mulk.1 The building has attracted a great deal of attention from 
scholars since the nineteenth century,2 with the most detailed study 
of the building, including a study of the now lost section of the ribbed 
wall and corner tower to the left of the portal, having been published 
by Nemtseva.3 She dated the initial phase of construction to the 
first quarter of the eleventh century, basing this date on numismatic 
evidence found during the excavations.4 The entire complex featured 
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a large domed structure axially aligned with the portal, behind a 
smaller portal, as well as a large number of other rooms, inside the 
91 m × 89 m enclosure (Figure 6.1).5 While the site may well have 
functioned as a caravanserai, its primary purpose has recently been 

Figure 6.1 Ribat-i Malik, Navoi, Uzbekistan: axonometric plan and reconstruction 
drawing (after Nemtseva, 1983, p. 128).
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argued to have been a royal palace for the use of the early Qarakhanid 
rulers, who regularly travelled between Samarkand and Bukhara.6

Ribbed decoration and the regional antecedents

The section of the enclosure wall to the left of the portal featured 
a large central section with six vertical ribs, starting significantly 
higher than ground level, and sitting on a plain skirt in line with 
the bottom of the portal decoration. Unlike the portal and the upper 
section of the corner tower, which were entirely built of baked 
bricks, the exterior wall connecting them was built of mud bricks, 
with just a facing of baked bricks.7 The ribs were recessed into the 
wall and connected at the top by pointed-arch squinches formed 
of what start off as vertically set bricks and then follow the line of 
the arch (Figure 6.2). This form of ribbed mural articulation, also 
referred to as corrugations,8 seen at the Ribat-i Malik, in conjunction 
with the rectangular panels on either side of it, appears to repre-
sent the reduction of a formerly functional architectonic element 
to pure ornament.9 It marks, along with the Jar Kurgan minaret 
near Termez, the final phase of an architectural motif common to 
monuments across Central Asia, with remains of several mud-brick 
structures known or surviving in Merv.10 In the earliest surviving 
antecedent structures in Merv, including the Greater Kyz Kala, the 
vertical ribs cover a larger proportion of the height and run the full 

Figure 6.2 Ribat-i Malik: engaged brick half columns on the façade (now lost) (after 
Pope, 1938, vol. IV, pl. 271).
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length of the wall. A later structure in Merv, the Ovliali Köshk, 
features a similar combination of sections of short vertical ribs 
with connecting squinch arches above, and rectangular panels on 
either side of the portal in a similar, but not identical, manner to 
the articulation of the Ribat-i Malik façade.11 The secure dating of 
the Ribat-i Malik has been used to establish the chronology of the 
shift from functional to decorative ribbing across the region,12 but, 
unlike the examples in Merv, in the Qarakhanid context the design 
is abstracted even further from its origins. Early twentieth-century 
images of the section of wall to the left of the portal show that in 
addition to the semicircular-plan ribs there were two quarter-circle 
columns in the same manner as seen at the Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque 
portal, with flanking panels of outset fret brick decoration of the 
type seen in the Namazgah in Bukhara (Figure 6.5). The projecting 
sections create distinct architectonic elements, separate, yet reflect-
ing the aesthetic of the longer ribbed section of the walls, and act 
as a transition from the main decoration of the wall to that of the 
central pishtaq portal. There was another similar rectangular section 
at the other end of the wall, separating the central section of six large 
vertical ribs from the corner minaret.13 This same design is seen on 
yet another structural typology, wrapped around the shaft of the Jar 
Kurgan minaret,14 and in both cases the tops of the ribs are connected 
by pointed-arch squinches. While it is clear that the application of 
vertical ribs to the exterior walls of buildings is a regional tradition, 
the use of the motif alongside quarter columns and pointed-arch 
frames with outset fret brickwork is unique to the Ribat-i Malik.

Above the large-scale decoration there was a narrow recessed hori-
zontal band which ran the full length of the wall between the portal 
and the corner minaret, above the squinch arches. It consisted of ver-
tically set bricks laid with the thin edge facing out, with a horizontal 
course above and below. This was just the structural element, and 
the image published by Pope (Figure 6.2) shows traces of the original 
decoration in place. There was a repeating pattern of pairs of bricks 
facing out and set on the diagonal, each pair separated by a thin, tall 
rectangular section.

Inscription

Along with the Shah Fazl tomb at Safid Buland, the Ribat-i Malik 
portal features one of the earliest examples of a monumental Persian 
inscription (Figure 6.3). A little over half of the original Kufic inscrip-
tion remains legible and in place on the face of the arch. It is written 
in verse, rhyming in -ay, with the beginning and the end sections 
missing completely. The inscription is formed from irregularly sized 
terracotta panels with both the lettering and the ornament being 
flat on the face. The type of Kufic, with U-shaped ornament, is 
similar to the largest of the inscriptions inside the Shah Fazl tomb, 
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and is typical of the second half of the eleventh century.15 However, 
there are a number of differences between the styles, as well as the 
construction, of the two different inscriptions. In addition to the 
two different styles of U-shaped sections, and short vertical sections 
which are introduced when needed in order to retain the visual 
rhythm of the alif and lam letter forms, there are sections of split-
palmette style foliate decoration in the remaining spaces between 
the letters at the Ribat-i Malik. Unlike in Safid Buland, these are at 
the same level of relief, and proportionately larger (Figure 7.3). There 
are several problematic sections, and the absence of diacritics makes 
the passage hard to translate. In addition, the metre in which it was 
composed cannot be determined due to the irregular number of syl-
lables.16 The surviving text has been read most recently as:17

 … سلطان جهان كه كرد اين جاى بناى
زين راٮ ]?[ خلق وايمنى بو دش ]?[ راى

از بهر خداى كرد ]ان[ عالى جاى
از وى بتمامى تند ...د خداى
مانند بهشت گشت اين جاى

خراب بر منظر ]?[ ٯىر اىو...

… the sultan of the world who made this place, building … (?)… 
people and … he (?) adorning the world, completed by the grace 
of God … from him completely … the Lord. This place became 
similar to Paradise … the landscape …18

Figure 6.3 Ribat-i Malik: detail of the Persian inscription on the face of 
the arch of the portal.
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Blair states that this use of proclamatory and rhetorical text which 
addressed both the building and the viewer, and written in Persian 
verse, marked a new stage in the evolution of epigraphy in the eastern 
Islamic world.19 The use of Persian on buildings is first seen under 
the Qarakhanids, although soon after, in 1111, the Ghaznavid palace 
of Mas‘ud III was decorated with a marble dado inscription in Persian 
verse.20 It is clear that there was an increasing willingness to employ 
inscriptions in Persian on a range of structural types across the wider 
region from the late eleventh century onwards. It was common for 
Arabic to be used for factual information, as well as Qur’anic quotes, 
while poetic, or in this case proclamatory, elements were increas-
ingly becoming the preserve of Persian.

Study of the portal decoration

The portal is the only surviving structural or decorative element of 
the complex. It is 12 m wide, with the arch itself being 5.73 m wide. 
The upper section of the structure has suffered some losses, but it has 
been estimated to originally have been 18 m high.21 Although much 
of the decoration is lost, a combination of analysis of the surviving 
elements and photographic evidence from throughout the twentieth 
century can provide as clear an understanding of the original appear-
ance of the portal as possible.

There are traces of tall, thin muqarnas cells in the southeast 
corner above the door, with the remains of one full band of cells and 
part of another band above. The third and final band now missing 
completely.22 Underneath this are fictive brick-like patterns incised 
into the thin coat of plaster covering the intrados of the main arch. 
The portal also features a band of high-relief vegetal decoration 
below the muqarnas on the two walls flanking the door at right 
angles, marking the springing of the arch. Below this is a separate 
section of fictive brickwork-like lines incised into the plaster coating 
over the structural bricks (Figure 6.7), with a similar pattern to that 
seen in the interior of the Nasr ibn ‘Ali tomb in Uzgend. The appear-
ance of a half-offset bond, with a horizontal line running most of the 
way across each section, enlivens the appearance of the surface and 
creates a degree of ambiguity as to whether it is imitating a single- or 
double-stack bond brickwork. This same pattern is also employed in 
the intrados of the arch, above the band of vegetal decoration.

Above the plaster muqarnas cells are fragments of terracotta 
panels, including one with a large vegetal form and a border of cir-
cular relief sections with drilled decoration in the centre of each 
one. These have a similar appearance to the pearl roundel motif 
seen in earlier Sasanian textiles as well as contemporary wall paint-
ings and terracotta inscription panels (Figure 6.6). Above these there 
were additional carved plaster elements, but these were destroyed 
when the new brick infill arch was added in the first decade of 
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the twenty-first century. The thin skim coat of plaster featured a 
complex overlay of incised geometric strapwork patterns and traces 
of curvilinear vegetal designs. Unfortunately, the fragmentary nature 
of the small surviving sections visible in Figure 6.4 make it difficult 

Figure 6.4 Ribat-i Malik: plaster decoration in the left side of the portal 
(now lost) (detail of photograph taken in 1999 by Lisa Golombek).
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to determine the nature of the overall pattern.23 The pattern is very 
similar to the painted decoration on the kaftan of the figure of an 
arrow-bearer found in the royal Qarakhanid pavilion in Afrasiyab 
(Figure 6.33). This hints at the existence of a regional style employed 
across scale and media, of which only fragments remain.

The façade of the portal has several surviving elements of decora-
tion in cut brick as well as carved plaster. There are larger- and 
smaller-scale examples of angular relief strapwork. The smaller, 
simpler bands (Figures 6.9 and 6.3), frame the larger main portal 
decoration of eight-point stars, and the Persian inscription band 
around the face of the arch. The type of overlapping strapwork, with 
the profile of a half octagon, featuring carved vegetal decoration 
in the plaster interstices, is similar to both the earlier Nasr ibn 
‘Ali tomb in Uzgend and the later decoration of the portal of the 
Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque in Bukhara. The more complex element 
of the façade decoration, centred on the eight-pointed star (Figure 
6.8), appears to presage the popularity of star and cross tiled revet-
ments of the following centuries, but in a different media and on a 
larger scale. The most striking examples can be seen on the numer-
ous glazed pishtaq portals of the tombs at the Shah-i Zinda in 
Samarkand.24

The now lost inner arch and doorway of the portal had a 
pointed arch (Figure 6.5) which featured the same distinctive 
shape  delineated by the overlapping frame at its apex as can be 
seen at several other Qarakhanid buildings, including the Bukhara 

Figure 6.5 Ribat-i Malik: engaged brick quarter columns and outset fret panels (now 
lost) (left), and central pishtaq portal (right) (after Pope, 1938, vol. IV, pl. 272).
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Namazgah and the northern tomb in Uzgend, and was to become 
a popular motif in the monumental architecture erected under 
Qarakhanid patronage.

The overall design of the main element of the portal decoration 
can also be seen in stucco work from Sabz Pushan in Nishapur, 
although it is not clear which came first.25 The combination of relief 
geometric brick and curvilinear vegetal patterns carved into plaster 
is a common combination in the architecture of the region, but 
rarely seen on such a large scale as on the portal of the Ribat-i Malik.

Figure 6.6 Ribat-i Malik: detail of the decoration above the muqarnas on 
the portal.
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Minaret

Perhaps the least well-documented aspect of the building which 
survived into the early years of the twentieth century is the 
minaret, or tower, attached to the southwest corner of the enclosure 
wall. Originally there appears to also have been a corresponding 
tower on the southeast corner according to a nineteenth-century 
drawing by Lehmann26 and the reconstructed ground plan published 
by Nemtseva27 (Figure 6.1). Although the structure does not appear 
to have had a religious function, in terms of form it closely follows 
that of other minarets in the region. The small grainy images pub-
lished by Nil’sen (Figure 6.10), Pribytkova and Nemtseva are the 
best available records of this now lost structure.28 They reveal a 
prominent taper to the shaft,29 as well as two bands of angular 
muqarnas below the missing balcony. Beneath the muqarnas was 
a cut brick inscription band, featuring Qur’an 3:16–19,30 in what 
appears to have been a fairly plain and somewhat curvilinear Kufic 
script. This Qur’anic text was used on a number of other contem-
poraneous buildings across the wider region, including the Manar-i 
‘Ali in Isfahan. Its use at the Ribat-i Malik emphasises, in part, the 
proselytising role of the complex. According to Sheila Blair, the 
entire monument could be said to symbolise the triumph and force 
of Islam.31

Figure 6.7 Ribat-i Malik: detail of the incised plaster pseudo-brickwork 
and vegetal band at the springing of the portal arch.
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Although the shaft of the minaret did not feature bands of deco-
rative hazarbaf brickwork, the tapered form and bands of angular 
muqarnas below the balcony are both features also found at the two 
surviving Qarakhanid minarets in the immediate region, namely, the 
minaret in Vabkent and the Kalan minaret in Bukhara.32 In addition, 
the earliest extant image of the Ribat-i Malik, drawn by Lehmann in 
1841, shows a lantern at the top of the minaret of a similar type to 
those in Vabkent and Bukhara.33

Figure 6.8 Ribat-i Malik: detail of the strapwork decoration on the portal 
façade.
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Figure 6.9 Ribat-i Malik: decoration 
of the portal.

Figure 6.10 Ribat-i Malik: corner minaret 
(after Nil’sen, 1956, p. 51, fig. 18).

Mir Sayyid Bahram tomb, kermine

The Mir Sayyid Bahram tomb, located just a few miles east of the 
Ribat-i Malik in Kermine, is a small square-plan domed tomb with 
a pishtaq portal on the south façade (Figure 6.11). This relatively 
poorly known building was first recorded by Shishkin in 1934, with 
a short article published by Nil’sen in 1950, but the main study 
remains the section in Nil’sen’s Monumental’naya Arkhitektura 
Bukaraskogo Oazisa XI–XII vv (Monumental Architecture in the 
Bukhara Oasis of the XI–XII Centuries) of 1956.34 The building faces 
due south and has been extensively altered, extended and restored 
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over the centuries, but a number of original features remain. Prior to 
the Soviet restoration of the building in 1973–4, it was surrounded by 
a cemetery and had a small, and clearly later, prayer hall blocking the 
pishtaq.35 The tomb is one of the smallest in the surviving corpus, 
measuring just 4.4 m × 4.7 m internally36 and being 5.9 m wide and 
6.14 m deep externally.37 The presence of a pishtaq, and the lack of 
any articulation or fenestration of the other three plain walls, con-
nects this tomb with the style of the slightly earlier ‘Arab Ata tomb 
at Tim of 977–8. Alongside the overall form, the earlier Samanid 
structure also has the same sort of engaged octagonal corner columns 
and incised patterns in the wide sections of mortar between the 
bricks.38 The similarities between the two structures demonstrate 
the close links between Samanid and early Qarakhanid architecture, 
the very limited evidence for the former notwithstanding.

The pointed-arch entrance in the pishtaq retains a portion of the 
cut brick inscription band around it.39 The first section consists of 
bismillah al-rahman al-rahim, followed by the first three words 
of Qur’an 55:26–7 (surat al-Rahman).40 This passage, which states: 
‘Everyone on earth perishes; all that remains is the Face of your 
Lord, full of majesty, bestowing honour’,41 is one of the most popular 
texts concerning death and is commonly found on tombstones.42 

Figure 6.11 Mir Sayyid Bahram tomb, Kermine (c. second quarter of the eleventh 
century).
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An additional section of the inscription, nearer the end and only 
revealed when the later accretion was removed from the front of the 
building, has been read as: al-Jala[l] Baha, presumably the laqab of 
al-Jalal Baha al-Dawla (Figure 6.12). This latter section has been used 
to date the building to the early eleventh century.43 While there is 
some debate as to the exact identity of the patron of this early royal 
Qarakhanid tomb, both of the two most plausible figures would give 
a date in the second quarter of the eleventh century.44 This refines 
the broadly accurate dating of the building by both Nil’sen, who 
suggested eleventh–twelfth century, and Zasipkin, who opted for a 
tenth–eleventh-century date.45 The inscription in its current state 
suggests that it was rather crudely executed, but the fragments of 
mortar, as well as the other instances of carved mortar decoration 
on the portal, indicate that what remains is just the brick core of 
the letters. The majority of the letter forms are of cut bricks, but the 
mim consists of a perfect terracotta circle. It is likely that in its origi-
nal state the inscription was far more sophisticated and decorative in 
appearance, much like the one at the ‘Arab Ata tomb in Tim.46

The current appearance of the tomb is somewhat plain, but the 
limited fragments of original decoration suggest it had a much richer 
decorative programme when first built, with much of the brickwork 
having been covered with a thin layer of mortar into which a variety 
of patterns were carved. The plain brick bond in the spandrels was 
originally covered with a skim coat into which fictive brickwork, 
featuring elaborated lattice-patterned rising-joint plugs, was carved. 
Only a small section of the lower right-hand section survives (Figure 
6.13), but this is enough to show not only the original appearance, 
but also the close connection in terms of decorative techniques to 
the portal of the nearby Ribat-i Malik.

The inner corners of the entrance have smaller engaged octago-
nal columns, while the outer corners have larger variants of the 
same, constructed with double-stacked bricks. The large voids are 
the result of the loss of the infilling mortar, some of which remains 
and retains the original incised lines. As with other aspects of the 
tomb, this is a technique seen at the earlier ‘Arab Ata tomb,47 which 
has better preserved corner columns and a wider range of patterns. 

Figure 6.12 Mir Sayyid Bahram tomb: inscription.
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The best preserved section of the outer columns, on the lower left 
(Figure 6.14), shows that the short vertical brick placed in the section 
between the double-stacked bricks48 was flanked by a vertical line 
with a serif-like detail at either end.

The pishtaq has been extensively restored, with the height based 
on an estimate of the original. In addition, much of the decora-
tive framing band is new; based on the original surviving section, 
but without the thick bed of mortar decoration with carved vegetal 
ornament. This has left a simplified and purely geometric interlaced 
Greek key pattern. The sections of the border which retain some, 
albeit highly eroded, carved mortar show how the entire border was 
originally decorated. This can be seen on the left of Figure 6.15, while 

Figure 6.13 Mir Sayyid Bahram tomb: spandrel decoration, inner engaged 
column and inscription detail.
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Figure 6.14 Mir Sayyid Bahram tomb: engaged corner column detail.

Figure 6.15 Mir Sayyid Bahram tomb: framing pattern detail with mortar decoration 
intact (left), and missing, revealing the method of construction (right).
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on the right is a section where all the mortar has been lost, making 
it is possible to see the way in which the pattern was created, using a 
range of different lengths of bricks of the same thickness.

Interior

The interior of the tomb features eight arches, alternating between 
blind panels in the three plain walls and squinches in the corners 
(Figures 6.16 and 6.18). They are all flanked by similar octagonal 
engaged columns as found on the pishtaq, and due to the smaller 
scale the columns are formed of single bricks, like those supporting 
the entrance arch, rather than double-stacked bricks used for the 
corners of the portal. These panels and squinches enact the transi-
tion from the square ground plan to the octagonal zone of transition 
which supports the plain dome above. Only two of the faces of the 
arches feature any decoration, with a much eroded vegetal pattern 
in stucco around the edge of the squinch in the northwest corner 
and a section surviving on the blind arch on the west wall (Figure 
6.17). The rest of the arches consist of just the plain bricks placed 
with the square flat side facing out for the structure of the arch, but 
it may be presumed that they all had similar decoration when built. 

Figure 6.16 Mir Sayyid Bahram tomb: interior (facing north).
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The bottom of the outside edges of the corner squinches features 
recesses that are likely to have featured small stucco muqarnas cells, 
although little remains. These would be among some of the earliest 
of their type, and just the recesses alone are of significance at this 
early date. As with many of the other buildings in the corpus, it is 
clear that there is extensive salt uptake into the walls of the tomb, 
with substantial build-up on the surface visible in the lower sections 
of the wall in Figure 6.16.

Despite the losses, this small and much restored structure is a sig-
nificant example of an early Qarakhanid tomb and, unlike the Shah 
Fazl tomb in Safid Buland and the Nasr ibn ‘Ali tomb in Uzgend, 
demonstrates the close connection to an earlier Islamic tomb in 
the region, namely, the ‘Arab Ata tomb at Tim. Such connections, 
in terms of the single pishtaq form, the use of octagonal engaged 
columns and the use of incised mortar decoration, which can be seen 
across the corpus, helps to situate the Qarakhanid building tradition 
in the regional continuum of architectural development.

Figure 6.17 Mir Sayyid Bahram tomb: northwest corner squinch.
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‘A’isha Bibi tomb, Taraz

The city of Taraz in southern Kazakhstan has remained continu-
ously occupied since the medieval period. The modern city covers 
the same site as the medieval city, with only limited architectural 
evidence for what has been lost,49 but 18 km to the west lies the 
‘A’isha Bibi tomb (Figures 6.19 and 6.20). Numerous elements of 
the building have been addressed in the existing literature, with 
the first photograph published by Barthold in 1893.50 Despite these 
publications, there are several aspects of the tomb which remain to 
be addressed. The aim here is to examine the process of construction, 
and provide a detailed analysis of the original form and the surviving 
elements of external decoration, as well as study the sources and the 
possible date of the tomb.

Only the west façade of the square plan brick-built ‘A’isha Bibi 
tomb survives, although the other three walls and the roof of the 

Figure 6.18 Mir Sayyid Bahram tomb: plan.



THE QARAkHANID AESTHETIC 221

building were reconstructed in 2002.51 Several of the original ter-
racotta revetment sections are held in the Taraz Museum (Zhambyl 
Regional Museum of History and Local Lore). The sizes of general 
construction bricks used to construct the tomb are uncertain owing 

Figure 6.19 ‘A’isha Bibi tomb, Taraz, Kazakhstan (above the red line is new 
construction).
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Figure 6.20 ‘A’isha Bibi tomb: plan and elevation (after Bulatov, 1978, 
p. 80, fig. 16).
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to the level of reconstruction the building has 
experienced. Although three of the four walls 
did not survive, they have been rebuilt in the 
same form as the surviving portion of the west 
wall. Fragments of the north and south wall 
which did survive appear to have been some-
what less ornamented than the main surviv-
ing portion, although the extent of the losses 
makes any conclusions concerning the other 
three walls tentative at best.52 The articulation 
of the overall form is provided by the projecting 
battered corner columns, as well as the tripar-
tite recessed cavetto frames above the level of 
the central arch.

Deniké investigated the ‘A’isha Bibi tomb in 1925, and determined 
the structure to have been built in the twelfth century.53 This chro-
nology is accepted in most of the subsequent scholarship; however, 
more recently Kervran has proposed a later date, spanning the late 
thirteenth century into the early fourteenth century.54 Hillenbrand 
dates the building to the late twelfth century at the latest, due in 
part to the lack of any glazed elements on the building,55 while 
Grabar concedes that the building is difficult to date, but suggests a 
date anywhere in the eleventh century.56 The excavation of almost 
identical tiles to the square one in Figure 6.22 at a palace attached 
to the citadel at Sadyr-Kurgan in Kyrgyzstan, dated to the eleventh 
or twelfth century,57 given the otherwise unique nature of the tiles, 
is indicative that the ‘A’isha Bibi tomb is a Qarakhanid-era struc-
ture. In addition, a recently excavated glazed ceramic sherd from 
the twelfth-century layer in the ongoing excavations in the centre of 

Figure 6.21 Glazed ceramic sherd 
excavated from Taraz (Dimitriy 
Voyakin).

Figure 6.22 ‘A’isha Bibi tomb: complex and basic variants of quadripartite vegetal 
terracotta tiles.
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Taraz58 features the same quadripartite leaf decoration (Figure 6.21) 
as seen on a number of the terracotta tiles forming the outer surfaces 
of the surviving original portion of the tomb. The strikingly similar 
decoration, and the established date for the sherd further supports 
the case that the tomb was also built in the twelfth century.

The presence of Chinese decorative elements has been used to 
support the later date than the one generally accepted. However, 
the importance of the Qarakhanids as the mercantile interface 
between China and the Islamic world,59 and the use of similar 
motifs on twelfth-century ceramics found in Taraz makes it likely, 
on the balance of probability, that the monument does indeed date 
from the period spanning Qarakhanid rule, and was probably built 
before the middle of the twelfth century. There does not appear to be 
any evidence that would allow for a more accurate date within this 
range, covering as it does over a century and a half.

External decoration

The exterior of the building features a wide array of different tiles, 
in a seemingly unique combination, with regular square-plan bricks 
playing a very limited role in the decoration, being reserved for 
the form of the arch and the wide central rib in the semi-dome of the 
pishtaq.

The carved terracotta tiles with which the tomb is faced are set 
deep into the fabric of the building, and are not merely a decora-
tive skin applied over the substructure, as is most often the case in 
the monuments of the region and indeed beyond. The majority of the 
tiles are embedded into the building as deeply as they are wide (Figure 
6.23). The only exception to this are the cavetto-shaped tiles, which 
do not feature deep wedges. A close examination of the individual 
tiles formerly attached to the tomb and now in the local museum in 
Taraz reveals the wide variety of shapes and sizes, as well as the range 
of approach to the form of the wedges. The depths of some of these 
wedges show that a large volume of mortar would have been required 
to attach them to the inner core of the building.60 The wedges are 
multifaceted in order to provide maximum adhesion. Although they 
are generally referred to in the literature as tiles or plaques,61 they 
might better be described as large and deeply recessed plugs with flat 
exposed ends in a variety of shapes. They are decorated with primar-
ily vegetal curvilinear patterns alongside the occasional and seem-
ingly irregular use of geometric incised patterns. Although most look 
quite similar to one another, close examination reveals a number of 
small inconsistencies and cracks in both the face and the undercut 
sections, which suggests that many of them were hand-carved when 
the clay was leather-hard, prior to firing. However, given the degree of 
consistency seen across the façade, it is likely that the most common 
square pattern was moulded, as proposed by Hillenbrand.62
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The tiles were presumably scaled to fit the overall size of the build-
ing without a need for partial sections at any point. However, the 
same sort of tiles are used to decorate the battered engaged columns 
on the corners, which has resulted in an irregular pattern and the use 
of partial tiles as the overall width of each course changes.

The cavetto tiles which frame the three blind panels on the upper 
register of the façade feature a more elaborate quadripartite vegetal 
pattern than that seen on the flat square tiles which formed the 
great majority of the surface decoration of the tomb (Figure 6.24). 
Star and cross tiles are used in the outer recessed rectangular panels 
of the upper register and the spandrels of the arch over the window. 

Figure 6.23 ‘A’isha Bibi tomb: cross tile.63

Figure 6.24 ‘A’isha Bibi tomb: cavetto terracotta tile.
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In  addition, a wide array of less commonly used tiles and inserts in 
a variety of different shapes and sizes are also found across the exte-
rior. A number of the decorative facing tiles are placed in seemingly 
random order, a situation which may be assumed to be the result of 
restoration of the façade over the years prior to the total reconstruc-
tion of the building.

The form of the entrance arch is similar to the Maghak-i ‘Attari 
mosque portal in Bukhara, with both featuring a wide central rib, 
vase-shaped capitals, square terracotta panels and S-shaped inserts. 
The capitals, while featuring a greater degree of surface decoration 
than those found on most of the other buildings under discussion 
in this book, have the same basic form (Figure 6.29), and are deco-
rated with a six-petal pattern which appears to represent a peony.64 
Such similarities show that, despite the innovative nature of the 
revetment, the main decorative forms and motifs employed on the 
exterior of the building sit firmly within the canon of Qarakhanid 
architectural ornament.

The northwest corner column has a small void which reveals 
the presence of a small-diameter roughly shaped wooden structural 
member within the fabric of the structure. This must have acted 
as an additional matrix in the construction process as the exterior 
decoration is proportionally quite large in relation to the corners, 
and additional reinforcement would have helped to keep the struc-
ture stable while the mortar set.

Inscriptions

Each of the two original corner columns features a short cursive 
inscription in what appears to be in a mix of Persian and Arabic, 
running over four conjoined tiles on each corner.65 They are placed 
at the point where the upper register of the façade decoration starts, 
and thus the inscriptions tie in with the overall decorative com-
position of the building (Figures 6.25 and 6.26). The inscriptions 
are extremely hard to read,66 and although Leisten gives a partial 
reading67 as mehrgan abr ast … o zamin-i hosh … on the right, and 
del-i mo’men on the left, very little of this corresponds with what 

Figure 6.25 ‘A’isha Bibi tomb: cursive inscriptions on the right corner column.
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is visible in the inscription. Other words that are not in his reading 
include فى ظله (in his shadow/protection) at the end of the inscription 
on the left. Given the losses and numerous indecipherable letter-
forms it has not proven possible to determine anything meaningful 
from the two inscription bands.

Although the partial reading does not provide any historical 
 information, the presence of what may well be a Persian poem 
on the building is noteworthy. It fits into a pattern seen on 
Qarakhanid monuments of the builders having used Persian for a 
range of  different functions, on both the interior and the exterior 
of buildings, the majority of which are in cursive script. In addi-
tion to these two inscriptions, Belenickij published a now lost 
fragmentary inscription on the face of the wall which gave part of 
a title, reading:68

Il Shah Khan ‘Ala [ad-Din?] …

One of the more unusual features of the tomb decoration is the 
presence of a cursive inscription on one of the tiles in a location that 
would not be visible once it was installed. Currently on display in the 
Taraz Museum, the unreadable inscription is located on the internal 
facets of a cross-shaped tile. It is too elaborate to be a maker’s mark, 
but beyond that the purpose and meaning remain unclear.69

Decoration

The upper register of decoration is tripartite, the panels being framed 
with cavetto tiles featuring floral decoration which is similar, but 
not identical, on each tile. The bottom left section of the left-hand 
cavetto framed panel has four tiles, each with four diamond shapes 
cut out in the centre, but the fifth tile is reversed, with the diamond 
shapes in relief and the lines round them cut out. The same phenom-
enon can be seen on the lower right of the right-hand panel, which 
has five tiles with cut-outs and the sixth featuring the diamond 
shapes in relief.

The only plain tiles affixed to the building are the star-shaped 

Figure 6.26 ‘A’isha Bibi tomb: cursive inscriptions on the left corner column.
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ones which are interspersed with decorative pointed-tip cross-
shaped tiles in the spandrels of the arch. This use of plain stars 
and ornamented crosses is a reversal of the usual arrangement. It 
represents yet another example of innovation and unorthodox usage 
of established traditions of ornament by the craftsmen who built 
the tomb. In addition to the individual epigraphic tiles, there are at 
least thirty-one different types of brick and terracotta decorative ele-
ments, with variations of form, size and decoration to be observed 
across the corpus, either attached to the building or held in the 
Taraz Museum.70 The geometric cavetto tiles appear to have been 
used only along the top of the three recessed panels in the upper 
register, with the ones featuring peonies used on the sides. The large 
star and cross tiles appear to have been reserved for the two flank-
ing panels of the upper register, above three courses of square tiles. 
There is also a band of one full star and two half pointed-tip cross 
tiles around the corner columns, below the convex peony-decorated 
collar (Figure 6.29). In the upper flanking panels the lowest three 
rows of tiles are square, above which are ten rows of star-shaped tiles 
interspersed with nine full rows of pointed-tip cross tiles, and half-
units along the top and bottom to complete the panel, all within a 
cavetto frame.

Corner columns

The engaged columns on the inside corners are extensively repaired, 
but the original sections, on either side of the window recess, are 
made up of curved star and cross-shaped tile sections mortared 
together.71 An original section of column held in the Taraz Museum 
reveals the method of construction, with voids behind the tiles 
visible in the lower section (Figure 6.27). The columns have a single 
pattern of eight-pointed star tiles, which feature an identical pattern 
to the larger flat ones used in the two flanking panels in the upper 
register of the façade. However, the cross tiles on the columns are 
slightly different to the ones used higher up, lacking the recessed 
section in the fleur-de-lys at each tip.

The wide variety of terracotta tile shapes, as well as the depth of 
the rear flanges and method of constructing the columns, are unique 
to the corpus and mark this out as a distinctive and enigmatic tomb. 
The way in which the entire building was designed in conjunction 
with the large number of different tile shapes,72 avoiding the need 
to cut partial tiles, is a testament to the skills of both design and 
execution on the part of all the craftsmen involved in the building of 
the monument.

The treatment of the corners is unlike that in other buildings in 
the corpus, which are generally tucked into the structure and do 
not project. At the ‘A’isha Bibi tomb the battered columns reduce 
in diameter until an annular band with high-relief decoration at the 
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height of the main arch (Figures 6.19 and 6.29). Above this point 
they begin, in unique fashion, to expand in diameter again to the 
point of loss.73 The bands at the narrowest point of the engaged 
corner column features some of the most ornate decoration on the 

Figure 6.27 ‘A’isha Bibi tomb: inner engaged corner column (now in Taraz 
Museum).
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whole façade. The band below the annular relief band consists of a 
single row of the same eight-point star tiles seen on the panels on 
either side of it, with the spaces in between filled with half cross 
tiles featuring strapwork decoration of a type not seen elsewhere on 
the building. Below this, separated by a single course of plain curved 
bricks, is a band of interconnected hexagons formed from unique 
six-pointed star tiles, with each external angle filled with a lozenge-
shaped tile with palmette decoration. This results in triangular voids 
along the top and bottom, which give a greater sense of depth, with 
a dark shadow section which is unique in the corpus (Figure 6.29)

The closest comparanda for the form of the battered engaged corner 
columns at the ‘A’isha Bibi tomb can be found in the group of carved 
wooded columns found across the region, dating from the tenth to 
the twelfth century. Examples in the Friday Mosque in Khiva have 
a similar collar,74 and a column in Kurut in the Zarafshan valley has 
an almost identical profile to the corners of the ‘A’isha Bibi tomb.75 
Although the columns are smaller and in a different medium, with 
dates spanning the Samanid and Qarakhanid periods, the similarities 
suggest that the builders of the tomb were combining the continuity 
of a regional form with innovative changes to both the media and 
the context, as well as the scale, when they designed the building in 
Taraz.

The technique of covering the entire façade of a building in large 
numbers of relatively small but deeply set sections of carved ter-
racotta is unique in the surviving corpus. However, the vast scale 
of losses to the pre-Mongol monuments of the region means that it 
is entirely possible that there were other similarly decorated monu-
ments built around the same time. One interesting argument made 
by Robert Hillenbrand suggests that the origin of the decoration 
lies in an inversion of the usual approach,76 namely, to have large 
bricks in a double-stack bond with small decorative rising-joint 
plugs between them. Here the ornamented plug becomes the larger 
element, while the edge sections of each of the most common styles 
of tile have the form of two bricks of reduced scale, vertical on the 
sides and horizontal on the top and bottom (Figure 6.22). In contrast, 
Kervran makes the comparison with Indo-Buddhist architecture, and 
sees Buddhist monuments as the source for the majority of the revet-
ment.77 While both arguments are plausible, the lack of comparable 
surviving Buddhist monuments in the region is problematic.

The central rib area

One of the limited external areas of the tomb to feature plain bricks 
is the arch and its central rib, as well as the area framing the two ver-
tical panels between the three cavetto-bordered panels. In addition, 
shorter bricks delineate the squinches on either side of the central rib 
(Figure 6.28). The muqarnas cell-like form of the sections either side 
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of the central rib are a clear reference to earlier Samanid buildings, 
such as the tomb in Bukhara and the Domed Room in Afrasiyab. 
However, they are constructed in an innovative manner, with tiles 
and cut terracotta sections, as well as addorsed S-shaped inserts of 
the type also seen on one of the wide bands of the Vabkent Minaret.78

One of the most significant aspects of the ‘A’isha Bibi tomb is 
the carved and moulded terracotta tile patterns, which presage the 
proliferation of similar patterns, but with polychromatic glazing, 
across the region in the following centuries. Despite the innovation, 
the lack of a pishtaq suggests that the building, while experimental 
in its use of all-over terracotta decoration, was perhaps somewhat 
backward looking in terms of form.

Babaji Hatun tomb

There is a significantly rebuilt and largely unornamented tomb 
located just a few metres to the north of the ‘A’isha Bibi tomb. The 
Babaji Hatun tomb, like its neighbour, is hard to date, with estimates 
ranging from the tenth to the twelfth century.79 The most striking 
aspect of the tomb is the double-shell dome, which is an eight-lobed 
hemisphere inside, but has sixteen flanges creating a tent-like form 

Figure 6.28 ‘A’isha Bibi tomb: central rib and niche view from below.
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on the outside (Figure 6.30). This flanged roof form is only rarely 
seen in later structures, but does crop up occasionally, from as far 
afield as Tokat in Anatolia, at the tomb of Nur al Din ibn Sentimur 
of 1313, to the Manas tomb of 1334 at Talas in Kyrgyzstan, and the 
Timurid Mil-i Ahangan north of Mashhad in Iran.80 Three of the 
façades feature the same form, with a large central arched recess 
with a narrower arched recess either side, topped by simple roundels. 
The rear wall is totally plain, while the front, although it has the 
same articulation as the sides, has an additional upper section. This 
has fragments of an inscription and sections of relief ornament, but 
these all look to have been applied recently.81

Aulie Ata tomb, Taraz

Perhaps the most significant tomb in the centre of Taraz, the so-
called shrine of Aulie Ata, was destroyed in the early years of the 
twentieth century following the Bolshevik takeover of the region, 
with a modern pastiche erected on the site in the latter part of 
the century which is now referred to as the Tomb of Karakhan. 
Fortunately, the original tomb was photographed by Bogaevskii in 
the late nineteenth century and published in the Turkistan Album82 

Figure 6.29 ‘A’isha Bibi Tomb: capital (left) and corner column detail (right).
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(Figure 6.31). The tomb appears to be Qarakhanid, with a series of 
outset fret brick decorative elements, including lozenge-shaped pat-
terns, which were applied to the sides of the building as well as the 
front of the pishtaq.83 The building appears to be entirely built and 

Figure 6.30 Babaji Hatun tomb, Taraz.

Figure 6.31 The Shrine of Aulie Ata, Taraz, photographed before 1872.
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ornamented with brick, and there is no sign of any glaze, terracotta 
panels or inscriptions, although the surviving images are far from 
clear. On the evidence of the decorative designs, Grabar has sug-
gested that the façade is unlikely to date from before 1100.84

A study of individual motifs across the corpus

Having examined the surviving structures, it is to the individual 
decorative forms and motifs that attention turns. The primary 
elements to be examined are outset fret panels, Qarakhanid wall 
paintings, and the wide central rib on portals and squinches which 
continued on from the earlier Samanid tradition in several of the sur-
viving Qarakhanid-era monuments. This is followed by a close study 
of a variety of different brick plugs inserted into the rising joints of 
double-stack brickwork, as well as the vase-shaped capitals and the 
proliferation of large-scale geometric strapwork on the façades of 
several buildings. Taken together these elements all help to provide 
a broader understanding and definition of the corpus.

Outset fret brick panels: a wider regional style

Outset fret brickwork is a particular form of architectural decora-
tion based on single square and rectangular modular units, which 
are either two or three times the height of a brick in length. It is a 
technique that can be found on a wide array of different structural 
typologies across Central Asia and Iran, but was especially prevalent 
in the Bukharan oasis in the eleventh and twelfth centuries.

There remains some debate as to the dating of the mausoleum in 
Sangbast, with a span ranging from the early eleventh century to the 
twelfth century. This range means that it may be either an antecedent 
or a contemporary of most of the Qarakhanid examples, but it is worth 
making a comparison between the outset fret panels in Sangbast and 
those found in the Qarakhanid monuments in and around Bukhara 
and Navoi.85 It is referred to as the Arslan Jadhib mausoleum in earlier 
literature, and therefore previously dated to 997–1028, but more recent 
scholarship suggests an early twelfth-century date, based on the style 
of the inscription and comparisons with similar inscriptions on dated 
minarets.86 The squinches in the building have a similar, although 
not identical, arch form and outset fret pattern as the Qarakhanid 
examples in Navoi and Bukhara. The Sangbast example has a degree 
of curvature, but despite this the similarities to the flat panels at the 
Ribat-i Malik and the Bukhara Namazgah are striking. In addition, 
the use of such a technique on a curved surface can be seen in a more 
pronounced context in the hood of the portal at the Maghak-i ‘Attari 
mosque. The technique can also be seen further afield on the exterior 
of minarets, such as those in Simnan and Sava, and the spandrels of 
the two main portals of the Ribat-i Sharaf in Khurasan.87
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The panels of outset fret found on Qarakhanid monuments clearly 
fit into a wider regional aesthetic employed by craftsmen throughout 
the eleventh and twelfth centuries under the patronage of members 
of numerous dynasties. However, the exact patterns employed on the 
monuments in Bukhara and the surrounding region are not generally 
found on structures further afield, and appear to be specific to that 
region. This area appears to be roughly defined by the boundaries 
of the Qarakhanids, although these are fluid. Hence the use of an 
admittedly imperfect dynastic term as a stylistic descriptor through-
out this book.

Qarakhanid wall paintings

There is very little evidence for the type of wall painting employed 
across Central Asia during the pre-Mongol period of Islamic rule. 
A small Banijurud example has been reconstructed from material 
excavated in the citadel palace at Hulbuk in Tajikistan,88 and larger 
paintings of forty-four standing figures has been found in Room 1 
of the palace at Lashkar-i Bazar.89 In Nishapur numerous sections 
of figural wall paintings were excavated by Wilkinson, including a 
painting of a mounted falconer datable to the ninth or tenth century 
on the wall of an elite residence at Vineyard Tepe.90

However, until recently there was very little evidence for the 
existence of a Qarakhanid painting tradition.91 This changed with 
the excavation by the Joint French–Uzbek mission in 2000, and sub-
sequent conservation and preliminary publication, of a series of wall 
paintings from a royal Qarakhanid pavilion in the lower terrace of 
the citadel of Afrasiyab.92 In contrast to the majority of the surviving 
examples of Qarakhanid architectural decoration, which are primar-
ily religious in nature, this group of wall paintings shine a light 
on the decoration of elite residences, none of which survive above 
ground, and of which very little is even known archaeologically, 
apart from the examples excavated in Afrasiyab.93

The small square-plan pavilion around a courtyard had about 
150 m2 of wall space,94 all of which appears to have been decorated 
with panels and registers of figures, animals and cursive inscrip-
tions in both Arabic and Persian. The largest and most striking of 
the paintings,95 located in a panel at the left of the eastern wall of 
the pavilion, is an approximately three-quarter-life size figure of an 
arrow-bearer.96 It has a sense of movement and dynamism, with one 
leg raised off the ground and the long thin braids of hair curving off 
in various directions, creating the appearance of having been frozen 
in mid-motion (Figure 6.32).

The fragmentary nature of the surviving section precludes a clear 
understanding of the monumental naskh on one of the largest sec-
tions of an inscription band, found near the south wall and illustrated 
in Figure 6.33. The limited amount of legible text is interspersed 
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with both foliate decoration and two dove-like birds. Despite the 
losses, the inscription has been tentatively translated as part of a 
Persian poem which includes the phrase kam-i dil, meaning ‘heart’s 
desire’.97 This choice of Persian for a poetic inscription, with Arabic 
being used for either factual information regarding patronage or for 
Qur’anic quotations, suggests that a clear division in linguistic usage 
for inscriptions emerged during the period of Qarakhanid rule.

Wide central ribs

The use of a wide central rib in a portal or squinch was a clear 
continuation of an earlier regional architectural tradition practiced 

Figure 6.32 Qarakhanid pavilion, Afrasiyab: wall painting of an arrow-
bearer (now in the Afrasiyab Museum, Samarkand).
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under Samanid patronage, with the Samanid tomb in Bukhara being 
perhaps the best-known example, along with the Samanid palace in 
Afrasiyab.98 As has been seen above, there are a number of structures 
in which this motif occurs, including the interior of the first of the 
three tombs in Uzgend, the portal of the Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque 
in Bukhara and the surviving original façade of the ‘A’isha Bibi tomb 
near Taraz.

A central rib can be seen, in a slightly different form, at the 
Buyid-era99 Jurjir mosque portal in Isfahan. In the Iranian example, the 
wide rib becomes a wide central void, and the motif does not appear 
to have proliferated in Iran to anything like the same degree as it did 
across the portion of Central Asia which was under Qarakhanid rule. 
It is a distinctive marker of monuments built across the lands under 
their control, and is not seen in exactly the same configuration on 
any of the contemporaneous monuments built to the south or west. 
In addition, unlike several other motifs under discussion here, such 

Figure 6.33 Qarakhanid pavilion, Afrasiyab: wall painting featuring a 
Persian inscription (now in the Afrasiyab Museum, Samarkand).
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as the brick plug, the vase capital and the strapwork portal decora-
tion, the wide central rib did not become part of the later Timurid 
architectural vocabulary.

Brick plugs

The decoration of the vertical rising joint between bricks is common 
to the brick monuments of the wider Iranian world, with examples to 
be found across Iran and as far afield as central Anatolia.100 However, 
the insertion of actual terracotta plugs into the gap between double-
stacked brick bonds is a more specifically Central Asian technique, 
and one that may be particularly associated with the monuments built 
under Qarakhanid patronage in the eleventh and twelfth centuries.101

A wide array of these brick plugs have already been seen to have 
been employed across the corpus, especially in Bukhara,102 but the 
great majority of brick plugs are of the standard X-and-cross type. 
This style and technique reached its apogee in the late twelfth 
century at the Ahmad Yasawi tomb in Turkistan, formerly Yassi, in 
southern Kazakhstan. Although it is the smallest intact structural 
element to be examined in detail in this book, the surviving visible 
section of the Qarakhanid iteration of the Yasawi tomb (Figures 
6.34 and 6.35) can be seen to be the finest example of Qarakhanid 
brickwork in the entire corpus.103 It may be assumed that the tomb 
was built soon after the death of Ahmad Yasawi in 1166, and that the 
original building was relatively modest in size.104

The crispness of the incised lines demonstrates the full potential 
of the aesthetic combination of bricks, rising-joint plugs and incised 
lines in the mortar bed joints. By extending the 1-mm thick lines 
incised into the face of the brick plugs out across the mortar beds a 
unified and overall aesthetic emerged across the whole wall. Such an 
effect may be assumed to have been the intention of the builders of 
other structures across the region as they regularly employed similar 
such plugs,105 but the effect of a continuous pattern fails when much 
wider mortar beds106 sit next to the narrow centre line of the plugs 
on either side.

The overall pattern effect is possible only because of the supreme 
control of the material on the part of the brick-makers. There is 
near-perfect consistency seen across the revealed but unfortunately 
limited section shown in Figure 6.35, although it may be assumed that 
the earlier wall extends for a considerable distance within the later 
Timurid fabric of the building.107 Alongside the quality of the brick 
production, the combination of extremely fine mortar and its very 
sparing application by the bricklayers was also required in order to 
create the final aesthetic. The high-fired bricks and plugs are made of 
the same material, with the lines appearing to be incised into the plugs 
after they were cut to shape,108 but before they were fired. The bricks 
that are double-stacked have a mortar joint of c. 1 mm, while each 
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double-stacked section is separated by a 3-mm thick mortar bed. The 
bricks are all very consistent in size, measuring 22 cm long and 4.5 cm 
high, making each double-stacked unit measure 22 cm × 9.1 cm.

The small visible section of wall reveals a vertical construction 
break on the left, with the void filled with vertically set bricks of 
the same type. The bricks are of the finest quality, with no visible 
evidence of any aggregate inclusions, and the clay used to make the 
bricks must have either been levigated through an extremely fine 
screen or have come from a particularly pure source. The edges of 

Figure 6.34 Ahmad Yasawi tomb, Turkistan: double-brick height rising-
joint plug (9.5 cm × 4.5 cm).
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the bricks next to the plugs are bevelled in order to create a void for 
the mortar behind, yet still allow for an extremely close fit on the 
surface. The plugs have the appearance of two triangles placed tip 
to tip. This is achieved through the cutting of four bevelled facets, 
along with a central horizontal bar measuring 1.5 cm in height109 
(Figure 6.34).

The extremely high quality of the brickwork at the Ahmed Yasawi 
tomb in Turkistan does beg the question as to why the mortar beds 
are so much wider at virtually every other Qarakhanid site. The 
use of the same sort of plugs makes less sense with the wider beds, 

Figure 6.35 Ahmad Yasawi tomb: section of Qarakhanid wall in the east 
side of the northern portal.
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as the combination no longer formed such a coherent integrated 
pattern across the whole wall, but the reasons remain unclear. It may 
be simply that most brick producers could not control the materi-
als to the same extent,110 but the Turkistan example proves that 
such a thing was possible, and this small fragment must be seen as 
achieving the high-water mark for brick production and laying in the 
medieval Islamic world.

Vabkent minaret brick plugs

The structure with the widest range of different brick plugs in the 
corpus of Qarakhanid monuments is the minaret at Vabkent, built in 
1197.111 There are ten wide bands of double-stack half-offset brick-
work with rising-joint plugs. There are eleven different varieties of 
plug, with only the most common triangles of tip-to-tip type repeated 
on the first and sixth of the wide bands. There is a clear order to the 
choices, with the plugs of band 2 each consisting of four diamonds 
and band 3 featuring a vase-like shape reminiscent of the shape of 
Qarakhanid capitals. Band 5 features two addorsed ‘S’ shapes, while 
the plugs in band 7 consist of four circles, each with small recessed 
circular depressions in the middle (Figure 6.37). Following a repeat 
of the pattern used on the base layer, and reflecting the tapering 
shaft, the plugs in band 11 feature just two, instead of four, diamonds, 
while bands 15 and 17 include plugs with two, instead of four, circles 
with central depressions. Band 13 is the only one with a variety of 
different plugs. There are plugs consisting of two plain circles with 
no depressions in the middle, a central diamond with a triangle at 

Figure 6.36 Vabkent minaret: plugs from bands 1 and 2.
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the top and bottom, two stacked Xs, as well as plugs consisting of 
two heart shapes placed tip to tip in a manner not seen elsewhere 
in the corpus (Figure 6.38). The uppermost band of brickwork with 
plugs (band 17) is the narrowest, with only eleven courses of double-
stack bond, and it features plugs with just two plain circles.

The face of the plugs used in bands 1 and 2 both have fine vertical 
and horizontal lines incised (Figure 6.36) in a manner similar to 
the earlier examples from the Ahmad Yasawi tomb in Turkistan. 
However, due to the much wider mortar beds, the effect of a continu-
ous pattern is not so clear in the case of the bands of the minaret with 
the same shaped plugs as seen in Turkistan. Because the minaret has 
such large areas of brickwork with plugs surviving, it is possible to 
understand the cumulative effect in a far clearer manner than is pos-
sible in the small area preserved in Turkistan, and Figure 6.37 shows 
larger portions of double-stack brickwork in bands 2, 3, 5 and 7 of the 
Vabkent minaret.

The use of double-width plugs, as seen on the lower wide bands of 
the Vabkent minaret, has the effect of making the double-stack bond 
look like single brick bonds, and is an innovation not seen in other 
regional styles of architecture, especially not when used in conjunc-
tion with the regular width plugs on the same structure. Further up 
the shaft, the designers reverted to single plugs alongside narrower 
bands.

Along with the overall pishtaq form, the shape of the capitals and 
the type of ornament, the distinctively Qarakhanid style of rising-
joint plugs inserted between double-stacked bricks was used in later 

Figure 6.37 Vabkent minaret: double-stack bond with plugs on bands 2, 3 (bottom), and 
5, 7 (top).
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Timurid architecture, but instead of being unglazed like the bricks, 
the plugs were increasingly covered in turquoise glaze. What had 
been a triangle shape became somewhat more curved, but the direct 
lineage is clear. There are well-preserved sections on two anony-
mous tombs in the Shah-i Zinda complex in Samarkand, including 
the ‘Anonymous Tomb 31’ of c. 1380 (Figure 6.39), located just to the 
south of the site of the Qarakhanid madrasa. The horizontal line on 
the plugs links together the thin line between the bricks in a similar 

Figure 6.38 Vabkent minaret: brick plugs on band 13.

Figure 6.39 ‘Anonymous Tomb 31’, Shah-i Zinde, Samarkand: Timurid 
glazed rising-joint plugs (c. 1380).
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manner to the earlier example in Turkistan, but the vertical line 
has been left out in the Timurid examples. The use of glazed plugs 
inserted into unglazed fired-brick walls on the sides and backs of 
buildings with elaborate glazed pishtaqs provided a relatively cheap 
way of decorating the otherwise plain walls. The result was the crea-
tion of a chromatic relationship between the pishtaq and the rest of 
the building.

Vase capitals

The vase- or lyre- shaped capital came to be associated with Timurid 
architecture, but its origins, in the context of Islamic architecture, 
can be found across the corpus of Qarakhanid monuments.112 The 
primary source for this particular architectural motif is most likely 
to lie to the south, in the Buddhist and Hindu  architecture of India, 
which made prolific use of the purna kalasa, or vase of plenty, for 
capitals on religious monuments. The form of a vase, originally over-
flowing with water and vegetation, but from an early stage simpli-
fied to a plain vase or bell shape,113 has long been considered both 
auspicious and apotropaic, as well as symbolic of nature’s blessings 
bestowed upon man.114 The motif was used flanking entrances in con-
temporaneous Chalukyan temples in India,115 as well as on numer-
ous columns in Ghurid mosques built using temple spolia across 
northern India in the latter part of the twelfth century. Although the 
evidence is lacking, it is likely that the motif was introduced into 
Central Asia from India in the context of the spread of Buddhism, 
and remained in use into the period of Islamic rule.

Similar, but not identical, types of capitals can be seen in a 
number of wooden mihrab panels produced in Fatimid Egypt at the 
same time.116 The origins of these capitals is unclear, although it has 
been suggested that they are a simplified deformation of Corinthian 
capitals.117 This is unlikely, given the wide geographical area across 
which the form was employed in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, 
but the nature of the connection, if indeed there was any, remains 
unclear.

The motif was used on a variety of scales and with varying degrees 
of decoration, with the largest and most decorative ones found flank-
ing the mihrab of the Namazgah in Bukhara and atop the inner 
columns of the Southern tomb in Uzgend. The smallest examples of 
vase-shaped capitals are those around the lanterns of the minarets in 
Vabkent and Bukhara, as well as the form of one of the types of brick 
plug on the shaft of the Vabkent minaret, examined above.

While the motif was largely the preserve of Qarakhanid monu-
ments in the twelfth century, the Ghurid Malik-i Zauzan madrasa in 
eastern Iran, built in 1219 just after the death of the last Qarakhanid 
ruler, features what appears to be the earliest glazed example of 
a vase capital.118 Located south of Nishapur and west of Herat, it 
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marks the beginning of the next phase of the use of the motif. In 
addition to the later Timurid examples, vase-shaped capitals can also 
be found to a lesser extent in the Ilkhanid architecture of Iran, with a 
pair atop the columns flanking the main entrance iwan to the Friday 
Mosque in Veramin of 1322.119

Alongside the use of vase-shaped capitals at the top of columns, 
there are either spheres or hemispheres placed at the base of columns, 
especially on the two later tombs at Uzgend. This is a technique seen 
in the earlier architecture of the Samanids in Afrasiyab, with exam-
ples known from the Domed Room of a Samanid elite residence.120

Strapwork decoration

One of the largest-scale patterns of decorative brickwork is the 
interlinked geometric strapwork band with a series of interlinking 
eight-pointed stars, often with overlapping or cross-over elements, 
placed around the edges of large pishtaq entrance portals. Such a 
pattern is common to the wider region, especially in the Ghurid 
architecture built to the south.121 While it is not therefore a motif 
exclusive to Qarakhanid architecture, it is very common across the 
corpus, especially on the façade of buildings, and continued to be 
used in the region well into the Timurid period and beyond. The 
earliest example is the fragmentary section on the pishtaq of the 
Nasr ibn ‘Ali tomb in Uzgend, which also has bands featuring a half-
octagon profile. The largest and best-preserved example is on the 
pishtaq portal of the Ribat-i Malik in Navoi (Figure 6.8). The pattern 
is in effect a slice of a star and cross pattern, with the crosses at the 
top and bottom lacking one of the four extensions. The motif is 
subsequently found in large- and small-scale compositions on a wide 
variety of structures, including on the band near the top of the Kalan 
minaret shaft, and later in a similar location on the Vabkent minaret.

One of the Qarakhanid tombs in the Shah-i Zinda122 had a large-
scale strapwork framing band, only fragments of which were found 
in the excavations of the site by Nemtseva, but her reconstruction 
drawing, incorporating images of the surviving fragments (Figure 
8.7), shows just how widespread the motif was. The fragments 
provide further evidence for the Qarakhanid origins of the later glazed 
variant of the pattern that came to dominate the later Timurid tomb 
pishtaqs in the complex.

Woodwork

Embedded into the original north wall of the Qutham ibn ‘Abbas 
tomb complex at the north end of the Shah-i Zinda in Samarkand, 
but largely obscured by later additions, is a wooden frieze with a 
large projecting bracket above one end. This is a unique in situ 
decorative wooden structural element from the Qarakhanid period. 
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The decorative motifs clearly draw on both Samanid antecedents, as 
well as contemporaneous ornament from across the wider region, 
in an array of different media. The majority of the frieze consists of 
an inscription band in foliated Kufic,123 with a narrower decorative 
vegetal band above. The wooden frieze and bracket have been dis-
cussed in some detail by Nemtseva,124 but limited attention has been 
given to the inscription, and due to the extensive losses it remains 
untranslated. The best preserved section of the inscription band is 
the 1-m long section with a later wall just 30 cm in front of it, while 
a small section at the end of the totally exposed section is relatively 
well preserved (Figures 6.41 and 6.42).125 There is a single example 
of foliated decoration, alongside palmettes at the top of the bent 
forward hastae, at the end of the visible section of the inscription 
(Figure 6.42). The band of decoration below the projecting bracket 
consists of a row of circles with a concave dish and drilled centre, 

Figure 6.40 Qutham ibn Abbas tomb complex, Samarkand: wooden 
bracket.
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Figure 6.41 Qutham ibn Abbas tomb complex: wooden frieze.

Figure 6.42 Qutham ibn Abbas tomb complex: wooden frieze inscription 
detail.
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which are similar to those seen on a larger scale in terracotta at 
Uzgend and on the earlier Samanid tomb in Bukhara (Figure 6.41).

Given the load-bearing nature of the bracket (Figure 6.43), and the 
increasingly wide support beams below it, it may be presumed that 
there was a post immediately underneath, but there is no visible 
evidence for one owing to all the later additions to the building. 

Figure 6.43 Qutham ibn Abbas tomb complex: vertical section drawing of 
the wooden frieze and bracket.
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The cantilever bracket has three stages of projection and is framed 
part of the way up the side with the same band of decoration as runs 
immediately below it. The curved tips of the bracket feature carved 
decoration consisting of six shallow ovals centred around a single 
point, while the underside of the bracket has distinctive drilled deco-
ration (Figure 6.40).

Conclusion

The evidence, both in the form of standing structures and archaeo-
logically excavated material, shows that while the architecture built 
in the lands under Qarakhanid control fits into the wider regional 
aesthetic, there are several distinctive elements which make it a 
clearly definable style. Perhaps the most significant two elements 
of all those discussed in this chapter are the wide central rib, which 
clearly draws on the Samanid precedents, and the diverse range of 
rising-joint brick plugs inserted between bricks. These are seen 
on a wide range of structural typologies, from tombs to minarets, 
throughout the entire period in which Qarakhanid patrons were 
commissioning local craftsmen to build monuments for them.
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local imam and a large number of visitors to the site circumambulate 
the building, rubbing their hands on the surface of the original, west 

https://astanatimes.com/2015/03/aisha-bibi-mausoleum-construction-techniques-remain-mystery-researchers/
https://astanatimes.com/2015/03/aisha-bibi-mausoleum-construction-techniques-remain-mystery-researchers/
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Qarakhanid Epigraphy: the 
Calligraphic, Numismatic and 
Architectural Evidence

A number of distinctive and innovative epigraphic styles emerged 
in Ma Wara’l-Nahr in the eleventh and twelfth centuries. In this 
short penultimate chapter comparisons are made between the 
monumental epigraphy on the various surviving buildings, which 
have been examined in detail in previous chapters, and the related 
smaller-scale scripts found on Qarakhanid coinage1 and tombstones. 
Combining numismatic, lithic and architectural evidence, it is pos-
sible to demonstrate that regionally distinctive letter forms and 
delineations of certain words were employed across various scales 
and media.

For all the architectural remains, and increasing archaeological 
evidence of lost buildings, the main remnants of the dynasty, in both 
the eastern and western realms, are coins,2 and there is an exten-
sive literature on the subject of Qarakhanid numismatics.3 However, 
limited attention has been devoted to the epigraphic style, as opposed 
to the textual content of the inscriptions, and its use in decipher-
ing the almost impenetrably complex system of changing names and 
titles of the Qarakhanid rulers. Aside from the clear orthographic 
links between the miniature scripts seen on coins and the monumen-
tal scripts on Qarakhanid buildings, the increased use of the Persian 
language over the previously ubiquitous Arabic is another significant 
development during the period of study. This is in notable contrast 
to the Samanid period, where Persian names and terms are virtually 
absent from the coinage of that dynasty, and it was not until the 
Qarakhanid era that a major shift from the canonical form of Islamic 
coinage began.4

Specific letter forms

It is clear that the great majority of the inscription styles seen on 
Qarakhanid objects, be they monumental and on structures or min-
iature and on coins, fit into the typologies seen across the wider 
Islamic world. However, there are a number of distinct letter forms 
and combinations that are generally only found on inscriptions pro-
duced within the lands under Qarakhanid control.
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The form of the dal at the end of Muhammad is often depicted in a 
similar way as the unique form of kaf, with the convex return at the 
top, which is seen at the Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque portal in Bukhara, 
as well as on numerous coins issued across the region in the eleventh 
century (Figure 7.1). On the dal, the two lower horizontal lines are 
generally extended, but the distinctive convex curved upper section 
with a short vertical can be seen. The kaf on the portal in Bukhara 
has a vertical drop section at the end of the letter. This is also seen on 
kaf on the 1031–2 coin from Uzgend,5 as well as the dal at the end of 
Muhammad on an inscription at the Namazgah in Bukhara (Figure 
7.7), but it is missing from the 1036–7 Akhsikat dirham.

Whilst some concerns exist regarding the date at which there was 
a cessation in production of the white epigraphic wares developed 
under Samanid rule,6 it is likely that the great majority of such known 
wares were produced prior to the twelfth century. Such examples 
suggest the existence of a local, or at the very least regional, style, 
key elements of which had emerged during the period of Islamic rule 
in Transoxiana prior to the ascendancy of the Qarakhanids.

The rather unusual form of kaf seen in Figure 7.1 appears to have 
a Samanid origin. A partial bowl in the Metropolitan Museum of Art 
in New York7 features a kaf that, while not identical,8 has the same 
distinctive convex return in the upper section (Figure 7.2). The close 
similarities, and lack of extant examples outwith the immediate 
region,9 suggests, like the motifs seen in Chapter One, that there 
was a degree of continuity from Samanid art and architecture that 
remained the preserve of craftsmen working primarily within the 
Qarakhanid realm.

The coin issued in Akhsikat10 in 1036–7, and discussed below 
with regard to the forms of la, also features another unusual letter 
form. There is a trefoil pattern for what appears to be a medial ‘ayn 
in the final word on the middle line on the reverse (Figure 7.9). This 
is a most unusual form,11 and is an example of the innovation and 
experimentation of Qarakhanid die-cutters and calligraphers.

Figure 7.1 Distinctive kaf form from Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque portal, 
Bukhara (left), a dirham from Uzgend dated 1031–2 (middle), and a dal on 
a dirham from Akhsikat dated 1036–7 (right).
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An archaic form of mim

The placing of a medial mim with the control line running through 
the centre is a Kufic letter form seen in the very earliest monumen-
tal Arabic inscriptions.12 Although its use had largely died out by the 
tenth century, examples survive on Samanid ceramics and on the 
wooden inscription over the door of the Samanid tomb in Bukhara, 
as well as on the Buyid-era Jurjir portal in Isfahan. This archaic form 
can be seen to have survived into the early period of Qarakhanid 
rule, on the pishtaq of the Mir Sayyid Bahram tomb in Kermine 
(Figure 7.3). These appear to be the last examples, as the form does 
not appear in later inscriptions regardless of scale or media. This 
form of mim is the last gasp of the earliest calligraphic expression of 
the letter. The following period, from the eleventh century onwards, 
saw increased innovation in Kufic scripts, as well as an efflorescence 
of increasingly complex cursive inscriptions.

Figure 7.2 Samanid bowl from Nishapur with distinctive kaf form in the 
inscription al-mulk Allah (Metropolitan Museum of Art).

Figure 7.3 Archaic form of mim over the door of the Samanid tomb, Bukhara (left), the 
Jurjir portal, Isfahan (middle), and the Mir Sayyid Bahram tomb, Kermine (right).
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The U-shaped motif

Alongside the distinctive letter forms, there are two variants 
of the U-shaped ornament used to fill spaces between vertical 
alif/lam hastae in the upper register of inscriptions: the plain form 
with flared addorsed tips (Figure 7.4C, D and E), and the other with 
short horizontal arms extending out from the top (Figure 7.4A 
and B). Both styles can be seen on large architectural inscriptions, 
with either a flat or a more rounded profile, as well as on far 
smaller items such as coins and kayraks.13 The  decorative role of 
maintaining the visual rhythm of the upper portion of the inscrip-
tion is quite clear. Somewhat more surprising is the use of the 
same ornament atop a mim-like form in order to render lam-alif 
on a fals from Bukhara14 (Figure 7.4F). This is a rare instance of a 
motif which developed as a decorative, or even fictive, epigraphic 
element being used as a new way of rendering one of the most 
common two letter combinations in Arabic. This use of the same 
motif as both a monumental  ornament and a miniature letter form 
is unusual, and is not generally seen in the context of the coinage 
and buildings of other regional dynasties.

The examples of U-shaped ornament from the face of the pishtaq 
arch at the Ribat-i Malik, with and without the horizontal arms, 
have a flat surface (Figure 7.4B and D), as do those on the upper 
band around the shaft of the Jar Kurgan minaret (Figure 5.28), while 
the examples in the Shah Fazl tomb have a far more pronounced 
rounded profile (Figure 7.4C). For practical reasons, the miniature 
numismatic examples are low-relief, while, in keeping with the 
format, the inscription on the kayrak is incised into the surface 
of the stone (Figure 7.4E). All the examples share a common broad 
aesthetic, and represent closely related approaches to epigraphy and 
its ornament across a wide range of Qarakhanid inscriptions. It 
is a motif that is also seen more broadly across monuments built 
in the eleventh century in the regions to south and west. There 

Figure 7.4 U-shaped elements: A. on a dirham from Uzgend (1030); B. Ribat-i Malik 
portal; C. Shah Fazl tomb interior; D. Ribat-i Malik portal; E. a stone kayrak; F. as the 
upper section of la on a fals from Bukhara (1008–9).

A B C D E F
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are  examples with the horizontal arms seen on the Seljuq Yarti 
Gumbad at Old Sarakhs in Turkmenistan, built in 1098,15 as well 
as the plainer version of the motif somewhat earlier at the Ziyarid 
Pir-i ‘Alamdar at Damghan, built in 1026–7.16 As the monumen-
tal Qarakhanid inscriptions were increasingly executed in cursive 
script throughout the twelfth century, the use of such a filling orna-
ment died out. It was replaced by the scrolling vegetal decoration in 
the backgrounds of the often glazed inscriptions,17 and is primarily 
an eleventh-century motif.

The rendering of the lam-alif

One of the most common forms of lam-alif, seen on the obverse of 
the 1036–7 Akhsikat coin, is to have the hastae crossing each other 
and running off at approximately 330 degrees and 30 degrees, respec-
tively (Figure 7.9). This angular representation of lam-alif, found on 
numerous Qarakhanid, as well as Samanid and Ghaznavid coins, but 
interestingly not on any extant Qarakhanid buildings, can be traced 
back to the very earliest Umayyad inscriptions, with an identical 
type seen on a dirham issued in Wasit in 705.18

An otherwise unattributed and unpublished Qur’an page in the al-
Sabah Collection in Kuwait19 has a somewhat more angular style of 
calligraphy than that found in most of the objects that are known to 
be of Qarakhanid origin, with the exception of a kayrak in the Shah 
Fazl tomb in Safid Buland.20 However, the delineation of the letters 
lam-alif in the al-Sabah Qur’an21 conforms very closely with the 
type seen on several other tombstones and numerous coins.22 A 
silver dirham issued in 1009–10 at Isfijab23 may be used as a com-
parison (Figures 7.5D and 7.8), where, like the Qur’an, the vertical 
strokes sweep out then curve back to touch each other at the tips.24 
The overtly decorative aspect is highlighted by the use of the motif 
on the coin in the central examples of la only. An early example of 
la with hastae curving back towards each other, which is identical 
to that seen in numerous media in the twelfth century, can be seen 
on a bowl now in the Museum für Kunst und Gewerbe in Hamburg 
which is attributed to the ninth or tenth century.25

The angular letter forms seen on the al-Sabah Qur’an page find a 
parallel in the rendering of lam-alif on the rounded kayrak tomb-
stone dated 1198 in the tomb of Shah Fazl in Safid Buland. It features 
two different types of lam-alif, the first of which, on lines seven and 
nine, is like the examples on the Akhsikat coin and the al-Sabah 
Qur’an page. The second type has the hasta of the lam sweeping 
up and then over and down to the left like the course of an arrow 
in flight26 (Figure 7.5A). This is a most unusual form, and the only 
obvious parallel is in the earliest known example of Maghribi script 
on a page of a Qur’an dated 1008.27 However, what any possible 
connection between the two objects might be is unclear, as they 
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were produced at the opposite ends of the dar 
al-Islam.

Alongside the variants of lam-alif with 
curved hastae, there are also several examples 
with vertical hastae, including one where they 
cross over each other at the mid-point. This 
is the most common form in architectural 
ornament in Kufic inscriptions, but there is 
only one related example in the corpus of 
Qarakhanid architecture, in a final lam/alif 
in stucco inside the Nasr ibn ‘Ali tomb in 
Uzgend. (Figure 7.6A). When attention turns 
to coins, there is a la on the reverse of the 
same 1036–7 Akhsikat coin with a lower 
section that is similar to a mim, with the hastae overlapping and then 
running vertically.28 This is closer to the overlapping pattern seen on 
many of the structures of the region (Figure 7.6B and C), and it has 
been suggested that the architectural decoration may be intended to 
suggest the symbolic repetition of lam-alif on buildings.29

A distinctive form of Muhammad

The depiction of Muhammad with a high initial mim attached to the 
attenuated curving upper section of the ha’ is a style seen across the 
extant corpus of Qarakhanid inscriptions,30 including on a  building,31 
a kayrak and on numerous coins (Figure 7.7). The larger white-
glazed example, now lost but recorded in situ above the mihrab 
at the Namazgah in Bukhara in old photographs, and depicted in a 
drawing in Figure 7.7A, has the most elaborate ha’, due in part to the 
increased scale. In contrast, a bronze fals issued in the same city in 
1008–9 is very similar, but has an elongated dal. Another example, 
on a stone kayrak in Samarkand, is similar to the glazed example, 
but has an elaborate vertical looping extension on the top of the 
dal.32 Whilst there are slight differences between the three examples, 
which vary greatly in terms of both scale and media, they are all 
clearly of the same basic type. An additional example, on a dirham 
issued at Akhsikat in 1036–7 (Figure 7.9), has an elongated final dal, 

Figure 7.6 A. Parallel variant of 
lam/alif at the Shah Fazl tomb; B. 
a dirham from Isfijab (1009–10); C. 
a section of strapwork border on 
the Ribat-i Malik portal.

A B C

Figure 7.5 Variants of lam/alif with curved hastae: A and B. two styles from 
a kayrak in Safid Buland; C. a kayrak in Samarkand; D. a dirham from 
Isbijab (1009–10); E. a Qur’an folio in the al-Sabah Collection, Kuwait.

B C D EA
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with the same convex return at the 
top as has been seen in the form of 
kaf on the Maghak-i ‘Attari portal 
in Bukhara, as well as on numerous 
coins issued in Uzgend.

It is noteworthy that while 
the quality of the scripts used in the 
context of architecture continued 
to increase and develop throughout 
the entire period of Qarakhanid 
rule, by the latter part of the 
twelfth century the scripts found 
on the coinage were far less refined 
than those seen on coins issued 
in the eleventh century. This can 
clearly be seen in a dirham issued 
in Samarqand in the late twelfth 
century,33 which features a far 

Figure 7.7 A. Distinctive forms of Muhammad from the lost glazed panel 
above the mihrab of the Namazgah, Bukhara; B. a bronze fals issued in 
Bukhara in 1008–9; C. a stone kayrak in Samarkand.

Figure 7.8 Qarakhanid dirham issued in 1009–
10 in Isfijab (author’s collection).

Figure 7.9 Qarakhanid dirham issued in Akhsikat in 1036–7 (author’s collection).

A B C
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bulkier and less well-executed script. What is especially noteworthy 
is a cross-over strapwork frame, of the kind seen on numerous build-
ings across the region, which is a motif that is common in the context 
of architecture across the corpus, but is not seen on eleventh-century 
Qarakhanid coins.

gravestones and Qur’anic manuscripts

Although the coinage of the Qarakhanids provides a rich source of 
information about the development of scripts and letter forms, there 
are, as has already been seen, other non-architectural sources for the 
development of epigraphic styles in Central Asia in the eleventh and 
twelfth centuries. The most widely available sources are vertical-
format Qur’ans, written on paper and in some cases retaining their 
colophon with details about the scribe and date. The frontispiece of 
the Ghurid Qur’an of Abu Bakr al-Ghaznawi, dated 1177,34 features 
Round Script with elements of both thulth and muhaqqaq, which is 
especially clear in the deep bowls of the letters. In addition, the letters 
are more condensed and bulbous than most comparable examples35 

Figure 7.10 Ghurid Qur’an of Abu Bakr al-Ghaznawi: frontispiece, 1177 
(Topkapı Saray Library, Istanbul, EH 42, folio 2r).
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(Figure 7.10). A similar variant of the same script can be seen on the 
face of the arch on the pishtaq of the Jalal al-Din Husayn tomb at 
Uzgend, built in 1152, as well as on ruined structures in Afrasiyab 
and Termez.36 In addition, there is a similar unglazed inscription 
band running over the top of the door and down the sides of the 
flanking projections on the south portal of the Maghak-i ‘Attari 
mosque in Bukhara,37 all of which are datable to the twelfth century. 
The Uzgend tomb of 1152 is the closest comparable example, and 
alongside the similar letter forms,38 the background curvilinear 
vegetal decoration is also very closely related (Figure 7.11). However, 
owing to the single line of script on the face of the arch, the vegetal 
decoration scrolls horizontally, rather than vertically, as can be seen 
on the Qur’an page. Given the vast disparity in terms of size between 
the two examples, and the unusual nature of the script, the simi-
larities are very striking, and provide evidence of a wide-ranging and 
sophisticated culture of calligraphic design in Central Asia in the 
twelfth century.

The symmetrical form of lam-alif, seen on one of the Safid Buland 
kayraks, the 1009–10 Isfijab coin and the al-Sabah Qur’an, is also 
seen, in slightly different variants, on the famous dispersed Qur’an 
known as the Qarmathian Qur’an, generally attributed to eastern 
Iran or Afghanistan in the twelfth century.39 It features a much more 
rigidly angular and vertical script, and the lam-alif has a semicircular 
projection below the control line where the lam returns and becomes 
the beginning of the alif.40 Unlike the Safid Buland kayrak and the 
unattributed al-Sabah Qur’an folio, but in a similar manner to the 
1009–10 Isfijab coin, the tip of the lam is not widened to reflect the 
pressure of the reed pen, and extends across the top of the alif hasta. 
There is nothing to suggest a specifically Qarakhanid provenance for 
the Qarmathian Qur’an, but it clearly draws from the same regional 
style, developed in the eastern Islamic lands in the eleventh and 
twelfth centuries.41

Despite the limited evidence, the close similarity between a 

Figure 7.11 Details of the letter forms and vegetal ornament on the face of 
the Jalal al-Din Husayn tomb, Uzgend (left), and the Ghurid Qur’an of 
Abu Bakr al-Ghaznawi (right).
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number of letter forms in the kayrak in Figure 7.12 and the al-Sabah 
Collection Qur’an folio makes it quite possible that the latter is a 
rare example of a Qur’an produced within the Qarakhanid lands, 
rather than in Ghaznavid or Ghurid territory. Unlike most Kufic 
inscriptions, both the kayrak and the al-Sabah Qur’an folio are 
meticulously dotted, which adds further weight to the circumstan-
tial case for the attribution of the folio in question.

Another kayrak, in the Afrasiyab Museum in Samarkand (Figure 
7.13), has a number of distinctive features also seen on Qarakhanid 
inscriptions on monuments. Unlike many of the other surviving 
twelfth- and thirteenth-century tombstones,42 this example has the 
elongated vertical tail on the final ra of the first standard line of text, 
which reads:

ھذاقبر

This grave

This sort of ra with a curved vertical extension is also seen on a 
fals issued in Bukhara in 1008–9, as well as on some letters on the 
marble inscriptions from Ghazna.43 Lower down, at the beginning 
of the third line, the delineation of Muhammad is identical to the 
way it was on the glazed panel above the main mihrab niche in 
the Namazgah in Bukhara (Figure 7.7). In addition, it features the 
distinctive Eastern Kufic style of la, examined above. The stone is 
irregularly shaped, formed by the forces of nature, but the inscription 

Figure 7.12 Kayrak, dated 1198, in the Shah Fazl tomb, Safid Buland (left), and a 
Qur’an folio in the al-Sabah Collection (LNS 372 MS) (right).
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Figure 7.13 Kayrak (c. twelfth century) (Afrasiyab Museum).



QARAkHANID EPIgRAPHy 267

is enclosed within a pointed-arch frame with a knotted motif at the 
top and flower details in the spandrels. This is a form common to 
larger structures, and serves to connect the aesthetic of the relatively 
small tombstone with that of far larger monuments.

glazed inscription bands

It is instructive to make a brief comparison 
between the glazed turquoise inscription bands 
employed on buildings in the areas under 
Qarakhanid rule in its widest sense, and con-
temporaneous ones in the Khwarazmian capital 
at Kunya Urgench. While the best-preserved 
example of the latter is the one around the base 
of the drum on the exterior of the royal tomb of 
Tekesh, dated to 120044 (Figure 7.14), it is clear 
that those found north of the Oxus, such as at 
Bukhara and Vabkent, are far more sophisticated, 
with a greater degree of background ornament. 
Furthermore, in the Chashma Ayyub mazar 
portal in Khayrabatcha, it can be seen that two colours of glaze were 
used instead of one (Figure 4.38). This suggests a greater degree of 
sophistication in the ceramic arts to the north of the Oxus than there 
was in the Khwarazmian capital at the close of the twelfth century.45

Conclusion

Unlike the case of much of the surviving architectural ornament, 
there is clear evidence for many aspects of Qarakhanid epigraphy 
fitting into the much wider regional style employed by Ghaznavid 
and Ghurid calligraphers, the various distinctive letter forms not-
withstanding. There was a rich diversity of innovative approaches 
to calligraphy and epigraphy in eastern Iran and Central Asia in the 
eleventh and twelfth centuries, with the material produced in the 
Qarakhanid lands being on a par with anything happening to the 
south and west of the region. The examples examined in this chapter 
demonstrate a willingness on the part of craftsmen working across 
the wider region in diverse media, and at a wider range of scales, 
to delineate letter forms in a similar distinctive manner. There are 
examples in terracotta, silver, bronze and stone, as well as manu-
scripts from further south in the Ghaznavid and Ghurid empires.

The close similarity in examples across media, scale and time 
shows that despite the wide variety of different inscriptions seen 
across the lands under their control, some distinctively Qarakhanid 
epigraphic elements appear to have emerged early on during their 
period of rule and continued through to the end, despite the politi-
cally fractured nature of the dynasty.

Figure 7.14 Tekesh tomb, 
Kunya Urgench, Turkmenistan 
(1200): glazed inscription band 
around the exterior of the 
drum.
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Notes

 1. Many thousands of Qarakhanid coins survive, held in a wide range 
of both public and private collections. However, as numismatics are 
not the main focus of this book, the comparable examples are all 
drawn from a single small private collection, assembled entirely on the 
basis of the distinctive letter forms used on coins from a wide range of 
mints.

 2. Biran, 2001, p. 80.
 3. The primary resource is Kochnev’s three-volume corpus (Kochnev 1995; 

1997; 2004), along with the numerous works of Fedorov, several of 
which are included in the bibliography.

 4. Nastich, 2010, p. 170. See ibid., pp. 170–1, for a list of Persian terms 
found on Qarakhanid coins, as well as the Persian text from a copper 
dirham issued in Uzgend prior to 1163–4, now in the State Hermitage 
Museum in St. Petersburg.

 5. The 1031-2 Uzgend coin has a similar, but not identical, treatment of 
the dal at the end of Muhammad on the line above (see Figure 4.25).

 6. See Hillenbrand, 2015, esp. p. 60, for a discussion of this topic and 
extensive references to further scholarship on the subject. The lack of 
any dated examples is one of the primary problems. Hillenbrand also 
notes the similarity between Qarakhanid coins and so-called Samanid 
ceramics, suggesting that production continued into the eleventh and 
twelfth centuries.

 7. The partial bowl, dated to the tenth century, was excavated in Nishapur 
(Acc. No. 38.40.118). A similar form of kaf can be seen on a bowl in the 
Victoria and Albert Museum in London (Acc. No. C.47-1964), which 
is undated but appears to be Samanid and can also be attributed to the 
tenth century.

 8. The bottom portion of the return to the upper vertical section is curved 
in the Samanid example from Nishapur, but not in the one in the 
Victoria and Albert Museum, or in any of the later Qarakhanid exam-
ples, which all feature a sharper corner.

 9. A similar S-shaped dal, but lacking the curved upper section, can be 
seen on the two Ghaznavid minarets in Ghazni as well as on the Seljuq 
Qasimabad minaret in Sistan. See O’Kane, 1984, p. 95.

10. Akhsikat was a city in the Ferghana valley, about 120 km northwest of 
Osh. See Bregel, 2003, p. 22, map 11.

11. Flury gives two similar letter forms, but with two vertical strokes at the 
centre, one representing a qaf (Flury, 1920, pl. X, from an inscription of 
the Marwanid Amir Ahmad dated 1052–3), and another representing a 
fa’ (ibid., pl. IV B, from an inscription of Amir Ahmad dated 1045–6), 
both of which are far to the west in Diyarbakır.

12. Examples can be seen on the copper plaque from the north door of the 
Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem, as well as the monumental mosaic 
inscription around the inner octagon of the same building, dated 692. 
See George, 2010, pp. 60–6.

13. Another kayrak, found in Uzgend and dated to the eleventh–twelfth 
century period, also features U-shaped inserts in the upper areas of the 
text that lack hastae. See Goryacheva, 1983, fig. 31.

14. Alternative numismatic variants include the use of a short horizontal 
line below the U-shaped motif, instead of the mim-like form, in order 
to render lam-alif.
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15. See Blair, 1992, pp. 181 and 272, fig. 130. The motif also features in both 
the dome chambers added to the Friday Mosque in Isfahan between 
1086 and 1089 (ibid., p. 181), as well as in the inscription around the 
mihrab of the contemporaneous Barsiyan mosque near Isfahan. See 
Godard and Smith, 1937, pp. 20–8, esp. figs 20, 22, 30 and 33.

16. See Blair, 1992, pp. 94 and 242, figs 56–7.
17. The last dated Kufic inscription in the corpus, at the Vabkent minaret, 

is filled with a wide array of decorative motifs, but it does not feature 
any U-shaped ornament. See Chapter Five, pp. 189–96.

18. See George, 2010, p. 73, fig. 48. The same form is also seen on the copper 
plaque from the north door of the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem of 692 
(see ibid., p. 61, fig. 37).

19. Acc. No. LNS 327 MS.
20. Several twelfth- and thirteenth-century tombstones, in the form of 

rounded river stone kayraks, remain inside the Shah Fazl tomb in Safid 
Buland. See Goryacheva and Nastich, 1984, pp. 61–72, for the most 
accurate translation and analysis of most of the kayraks in the tomb.

21. For a variety of related variants of lam-alif in other twelfth-century 
Qur’ans, see Déroche, 1992. Examples with the hasta tips looping back 
and almost touching each other, in New Style script, can be seen on 
pp. 45, 154, 170–1, 178–9. For details of the New Style script, a term 
used by Déroche in lieu of a variety of different categories of Kufic, see 
ibid., pp. 132–7.

22. The earliest known example of this form of lam-alif can be seen on a 
seventh-century palimpsest Qur’an leaf written in Hijazi script, now in 
the David Collection, Copenhagen (Inv. No. 86/2003). See Fraser and 
Kwiatkowski, 2006, pp. 14–17.

23. For details of the city, which was located near Chimkent and which 
came under the control of the Qarakhanids in 980, see Blair, 1992, p. 83.

24. A Qur’an copied in Isfahan in 993 has a similar form of lam-alif, but 
both hastae are extended further and cross each other, with the alif 
hastae curving to the left until almost horizontal (see Hillenbrand, 
2015, fig. 4.28).

25. Ghouchani, 1986, p. 299, pl. 139. See also Hillenbrand, 2015, fig. 4.2, for 
a similar example on a bowl in the Louvre (A.O. No. AA.96), in which 
the alif is the same, but the lam extends beyond the tip of the alif up 
and over to the right.

26. See Goryacheva and Nastich, 1984, pp. 62–5, for a translation and com-
mentary on the text on the kayrak.

27. Blair, 2006, p. 224, fig. 6.15. The Maghribi example also has a short 
looping section, like a shallow nun extending from the bottom, which 
appears to extend out from the lam. This is not seen in the Qarakhanid 
variant on the kayrak.

28. An alternative variant, which is the same save for the hasta extending 
horizontally in a short curve at the top, can be seen on a silver goblet 
found in Kyrgyzstan in 1991. It has the name of the Qarakhanid ‘Imad 
al-Daula Toghrul Qarakhaqan, who issued coins in Shash and Taraz, 
and ruled from 1059 to 1074. See Fedorov, 2003c, pp. 101–2.

29. A concept proposed in a paper presented by Mohammad Khazaie, 
with specific reference to the decoration on the mosque at Zuzan and 
the minaret at Jam, at a conference titled ‘The Architecture of the 
Iranian World 1000–1250’ held in St. Andrews, Scotland on 22 April 
2016.



270 MEDIEVAL MONUMENTS OF CENTRAL ASIA

30. The same high initial mim is also used in the word Mahmud on the 
marble cenotaph of Mahmud of Ghazni.

31. The same mim / ha’ combination can be seen at the end of the wooden 
inscription band at the Qutham ibn ‘Abbas tomb in Samarkand (see 
Figure 6.42).

32. The same letter form is used for the zay on the first line of the kayrak’s 
inscription.

33. The coin bears the name of Rukn al-Din Mas‘ud, who ruled from 1161 
to 1166 (author’s collection).

34. Topkapı Saray Library, Istanbul (EH 42, folio 2r). I am indebted to Alya 
Karame for bringing this to my attention and for providing an image of 
the frontispiece.

35. Karame, 2016, p. 175. At pp. 177–8, Karame notes the similarity between 
the frontispiece and the inscription around the portal of the Southern 
tomb in Uzgend, built just nine years after the Qur’an was produced. I 
am most grateful to Alya Karame for several fruitful discussions on this 
subject.

36. See Chapter Eight for further details of these inscriptions.
37. See Figure 4.23.
38. The letter forms in the Uzgend inscription are slightly more bulbous 

than those on the Qur’an.
39. Pages are held by the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, Acc. 

No. 29.160.23, as well as in Berlin, Dublin, Istanbul and St. Petersburg. 
There are also several examples in private collections. See Blair, 2006, 
pp. 198–99.

40. The same delineation of lam-alif is seen on a silver cup in the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, Acc. No. 64.133.2. See 
Soucek, 2011, p. 127.

41. See Karame, 2016, pp. 132–3, including fig. 4.17 for details of a Samanid 
antecedent for this form of lam-alif. See also Blair, 2006, pp. 198–9, 
including fig. 6.3.

42. See Dodkhudoeva, 1992, pp. 107–56, for a detailed study of a large 
number of comparable kayraks from Samarkand, dated from the late 
eleventh century to the mid-twelfth century. For Kufic examples which 
are comparable with the two examples discussed here, see especially 
catalogue numbers 8 (p. 118); 15 (p. 125); 19 (p. 128); 22 (p. 130); 41 
(p. 144); 46 (p. 148); 49 (p. 151); and 56 (p. 156).

43. See Flury, 1925, pp. 81–2. Interestingly, in the context of the contempo-
raneous Ghaznavid inscriptions, the form is used for nun, rather than 
ra.

44. See Mamedov and Muradov, 2001, p. 69, fig. 46, for a detailed close-up 
colour image of the monochrome turquoise inscription band at the top 
of the drum of the Tekesh mausoleum. Each panel is smaller than con-
temporaneous Qarakhanid examples. There is a horizontal split across 
the middle of the whole inscription, which is monochrome and features 
a far less sophisticated script, as well as retaining the same flat control 
line of earlier Kufic scripts.

45. In contrast, further to the south the cursive inscription inside the 
destroyed Ghurid mausoleum of Ghiyath al-Din in Herat, although 
executed in unglazed stucco, showed that in the broader region there 
were craftsmen capable of producing similar highly sophisticated 
cursive inscriptions as are seen in the Qarakhanid corpus to the north. 
See Hillenbrand, 2002, pp. 134–43.



CHAPTER EIGHT

Urban Developments under the 
Qarakhanids: the Archaeological and 
Textual Evidence

The standing monuments and their decoration are the primary 
focus of this book, and they provide the evidence for the architectural 
aesthetic employed in the monumental architecture built in lands 
under Qarakhanid control. However, there is increasing archaeo-
logical evidence for the vast scale of the broader urban development 
across the region from the late tenth century onwards. The compi-
lation and synthesis of all of the published archaeological reports 
which address Qarakhanid sites of all kinds, from the nineteenth 
century until today, is a vast undertaking that extends far beyond 
the scope of this book. Having said that, in order to provide some 
context for the very limited corpus of surviving monuments, some of 
the developments in the major cities, as well as some of the more out 
of the way urban centres that are known only from archaeological or 
textual sources, are examined below. Increasing numbers of sites are 
being either re-examined or re-discovered by archaeologists working 
in the various modern states encompassing the territory formerly 
ruled by members of the Qarakhanid dynasty.

The vast scale of construction and urban expansion that took 
place across the areas of Central Asia under Qarakhanid rule remains 
very poorly understood. With such a small corpus of standing monu-
ments spread across the region, it is possible to determine only a 
limited amount of information concerning the process of change in 
the period from the late tenth century to the early thirteenth century. 
In order to gain a clear understanding of the bigger picture it is to the 
textual and archaeological evidence that attention must turn. The 
major cities, as well as some of the recently excavated smaller urban 
centres, are examined below in order to demonstrate a sense of what 
is known to have been built and to gain as wide an understanding as 
is possible, with the limited evidence, of urban development under 
Qarakhanid rule.

Islamisation

There had been a Muslim presence in the region since the wars of 
imperial conquest in the late seventh and early eighth  centuries which 



272 MEDIEVAL MONUMENTS OF CENTRAL ASIA

led to the foundation of the Muslim-ruled province of Transoxiana. 
However, by the middle of the eighth century this was little more 
than an appanage of Khurasan, and a region in which the Arabs had 
not established themselves deep in the steppe.1 A new impetus was 
given to the Islamisation drive in Central Asia under the Samanids, 
which resulted in the conversion of large areas of the Turkic steppe, 
with the turning point being the mass conversion of the Qarakhanids 
in the mid-tenth century.2 Another possible factor in the Islamisation 
of Central Asia was the foundation of mercantile settlements by 
Muslims in the non-Muslim steppe with the consent of the indig-
enous Turks, with the towns of Jand, Khuvara and Yangi having been 
founded on the lower Syr Darya during the Samanid era.3 This pattern 
of founding new urban settlements appears to have continued and 
expanded following the defeat of the Samanids by the Qarakhanids, 
and with it the increased conversion of the population to Islam.

It was the very conversion of the Qarakhanids, resulting in large 
part from the Samanid efforts, which has been argued to have been 
the key factor that enabled them to pose a degree of threat to the 
Samanids that was not possible prior to their conversion.4 The 
Qarakhanids were thus able to achieve the conquest of the Samanids 
as Muslims that had not been possible for them as pagans.5

Bukhara

Bukhara was the prime city in the region immediately preceding 
its conquest by the Qarakhanids in 999, and there were still a large 
number of monumental structures in the city that had been erected 
under Samanid patronage.6 Only one of these, the Samanid tomb 
to the west of the citadel, has survived,7 and, as has been seen in 
Chapters Five and Six, little more remains of the corpus of monu-
ments built in the city under Qarakhanid patronage, with just the 
qibla wall of the Namazgah, the portal of the Maghak-i ‘Attari 
mosque and the Kalan minaret surviving. At present, largely because 
of the continuous occupation of the city, no archaeological evidence 
of any Qarakhanid palaces has been found in Bukhara.8

Despite this dearth, and thanks largely to the later Persian abridge-
ment of Narshakhi’s history of the city,9 there is a good account of 
some of the major foundations and redevelopments that took place in 
Bukhara during the eleventh and twelfth centuries. These included 
the construction of at least five palaces. Shams al-Mulk (r. 1068–80) 
was the first ruler of the city to build a royal residence outside the 
rabad of the city, on the site of what is now the Namazgah, about 1.5 
km south of the citadel, near the Gate of Ibrahim.10 The construc-
tion of this seasonal residence, which featured extensive gardens 
and hunting grounds, has been argued to represent the start of the 
Qarakhanid rulers’ movement from being steppe dwellers towards 
living in cities.11
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This process of urbanisation moved forward with the construction 
of a palace at Juybar, located within the southeastern section of the 
rabad of the city, by Ahmad Khan (r. 1087–8, 1089–90 and 1092–5).12 
The building served as the residence of the rulers for thirty years, but 
Narshakhi reports that Arslan Khan (r. 1102–29) eventually had this 
structure moved to the citadel.13 A few years later he ordered a new 
palace, along with two baths, to be built in the Darwazja quarter, 
located in the eastern part of the rabad. This served as a palace 
for many years, prior to being turned into a madrasa by Arslan 
Khan. Subsequently, he ordered the construction of another palace 
at Sa‘dabad, by the shahristan gate,14 close to the southwest corner 
of the new congregational mosque he had built in the shahristan 
in 1121, of which only the minaret added in 1127 now survives.15 
The palace at Sa‘dabad was the first Qarakhanid palace within the 
shahristan,16 and marks the completion of the process of the steady 
and incremental occupation of all the main areas of the city over 
the course of the eleventh and twelfth centuries by the Qarakhanid 
rulers of Bukhara.

Perhaps the most important building project of the Qarakhanid-era 
in Bukhara was the construction of a new congregational mosque by 
Arslan Khan in 1121, followed six years later by the erection of the 
nearby minaret, now referred to as the Poi Kalon minaret.17 Alongside 
these two buildings, and the construction of palaces and baths, there 
is textual evidence for several smaller mosques having been built 
in the city. The main congregational mosque was reconstructed by 
Shams al-Mulk in 1069 following its destruction by fire the previous 
year. According to Narshakhi, he had the wooden maqsura, minbar 
and mihrab carved and decorated in Samarkand and then brought to 
Bukhara.18 This suggests that the finest craftsmen were residing and 
working in Samarkand, and undertook work on material for projects 
across the region.

Samarkand

Like Bukhara, Samarkand was already a long-established city when it 
came under Qarakhanid control in the late tenth century.19 None of 
the Samanid, or earlier, monuments survive, but numerous architec-
tural fragments datable to the ninth and tenth centuries have been 
excavated, allowing for the reconstruction of the original appearance 
of a number of lost structures.20

There is only one solitary standing example of Qarakhanid con-
struction in Samarkand, namely, the encased minaret at the shrine 
of Qutham ibn ‘Abbas in the Shah-i Zinda complex.21 Despite this, 
and the limited archaeological evidence for much of the rest of the 
pre-Mongol urban fabric, it may be assumed that the Qarakhanids 
were more active builders in the city than both the archaeology and 
the written sources suggest.22 ‘Ali Tegin made Samarkand his capital 
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prior to his death in 1034–5, and for the first time since the rise to 
power of the Samanid dynasty, Bukhara lost its status as capital of the 
region.23 While Jürgen Paul has noted that the meaning of the term 
‘capital’ to ‘Ali Tegin is far from clear, what remains beyond doubt is 
that Bukhara became more of a Qarakhanid outpost on the western 
edge of the empire, and was no longer the principal city of the region.24

The Samanid Friday Mosque in the north of Afrasiyab was a square 
structure measuring 78 m on each side, but the Qarakhanids subse-
quently expanded the building in the period spanning the eleventh to 
twelfth centuries to create a rectangular structure measuring 120 m 
× 80 m.25 This building had six doors and featured a combination of 
carved terracotta, caved stucco and glazed tile decoration.26 The dearth 
of surviving mosques from the Qarakhanid period makes this exca-
vated evidence of great significance in the understanding of not only 
the form, but also the decoration of mosques erected during their rule.

Despite the extensive excavations in the area, knowledge of the 
only Qarakhanid tomb within the citadel of Afrasiyab is based on 
fragments excavated by Masson near the Friday Mosque, in the 
north of Afrasiyab, including five sections of a terracotta inscription 
band.27 He dated the building to which they had been attached to 
the first decade of the thirteenth century, and thought it was the 
tomb of Ibrahim ibn Husayn, the penultimate Qarakhanid ruler of 
Samarkand,28 who died in 1203.29

The panel features a pearl border and tall naskh lettering with 
a rich background of foliate decoration. The style of the inscrip-
tion was compared with those on the Jalal al-Din Husayn tomb and 
Southern tomb in Uzgend by Masson,30 but it lacks the repeating 
circular background pattern seen on the Southern tomb. While the 
Jalal al-Din Husayn tomb also has a far greater amount of the field 
around the lettering filled with decoration, the tips of the letters are 
somewhat more swollen in an exaggerated manner in the Uzgend 
examples.31 This is in contrast to the more refined letter forms seen 
in the Afrasiyab tomb inscription. Although the lettering is similar 
to that found in the large painted Persian inscription from the wall 
of a royal pavilion in the citadel,32 the form of the dal is somewhat 
different. In the terracotta example it is far more vertical, whereas in 
the painted version the shaft of the dal leans forward quite signifi-
cantly (Figure 8.1). The partial text reads:33

 3 ھذا مر ]قد[
 2 ]العا[ دل االعظم
 1 ]الم[ويد المظافر

 5 استان
4 بك ابو

This shrine … the just, the splendid, the supported, the victorious 
… threshold/gateway … bak [prince] abu …
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The location of the tomb in Afrasiyab, near the mosque in the 
centre of the city, is comparable to the position of the tombs at 
Uzgend. These are also located close to the site of the main mosque of 
a major city, and thus may reflect a more common royal Qarakhanid 
funerary practice for which only scant evidence remains.

During the eleventh and twelfth centuries the area that was to 
become the Shah-i Zinda was a pre-existing neighbourhood in the 
southeastern corner of Afrasiyab, bounded on the south by the inner 
ditch of the shahristan wall.34 In addition to the surviving minaret, 
on the other side of the main street running north–south, was a 
madrasa which was excavated in 1959–60 and 1972. The building 
has been dated to 1066 and attributed to Tamgach Boghra Khan.35 
Nemseva postulated that it had a grand rectangular pishtaq entrance 
with foliate, epigraphic and angular interlacing bands of framing 
decoration, and flanking walls featuring triple-blind arcades with 
decorative brickwork.36 A section of the terracotta strapwork frame 
of the iwan entrance located to the left of the eastern entrance was 
found in situ, with the recessed background decorated with vegetal 
themes in carved plaster (Figure 8.2),37 like the decoration of the west 
façade of the Nasr ibn ‘Ali tomb in Uzgend. Additional decorative 
elements recovered during the excavation include several sections of 
a vine rinceau border in terracotta (Figure 8.3).

Figure 8.1 Terracotta inscription fragments from an early thirteenth-
century tomb near the citadel mosque in Afrasiyab (after Masson, 1971, 
p. 79).
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The cardinally-orientated east-facing madrasa 
may have had engaged corner towers that appear 
to have been similar in plan to those at the 
Ribat-i Malik, although their form and decora-
tion are unknown (Figure 8.6). The eastern façade 
featured terracotta cavetto panels with a naskh 
inscription that read al-mulk li’llah, al-wahid 
al-qahhar38 featuring a number of distinctive fat-
tened letter forms, especially the qaf and medial 
ha (Figure 8.4). If, as seems likely, this inscription 
was part of the original decorative programme of 
the madrasa, it would make it one of the earliest 
cursive inscriptions in the eastern Islamic world.

Although only the basic outline of part of the 
building is known, along with a small section of 
the lower portion of the decoration of the façade, 
two Qarakhanid foundation documents, for a 
hospital and a madrasa, have survived and it is 
likely that the structure excavated by Nemtseva 
is the madrasa to which one of the waqfiyyas 
refers. There is some debate concerning the 
nature of the building,39 but given the archaeo-
logical evidence for several other Qarakhanid 
tombs to have existed to the south of the building, 
which featured both glazed and unglazed decora-
tive façades, it is likely to have been a funerary 
madrasa, as first proposed by Cahen.40 Although 
only the southeast corner of the building could 
be excavated, the discovery of two of the axial 
iwans allowed Nemtseva to reconstruct the plan 
of the building, which measured 44 m × 55 m,41 as 
well as the east entrance façade of the building42 
(Figure 8.5).

Four Qarakhanid tombs have been excavated 
to the south of the madrasa, with one datable to 
c. 1100, another to c. 1150 and a third thought to 

be later, but still pre-Mongol43 (Figure 8.6). The archaeological, struc-
tural and textual evidence all points towards a large funerary area 
having been established around the shrine of Qutham ibn ‘Abbas 

Figure 8.2 Qarakhanid 
madrasa, Shah-i Zinda: 
drawing of the strapwork 
decoration on the portal (after 
Nemtseva and Shvab, 1979, 
p. 46, fig. 42).

Figure 8.3 Qarakhanid madrasa, Shah-i Zinda: terracotta vine rinceaux border 
(Afrasiyab Museum).
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in the southeastern corner of Afrasiyab by the end of the twelfth 
century, with a number of monumental tombs alongside the shrine 
and the madrasa.

There is a marked difference in both the quality and extent of the 
decoration found on the mausoleum dated to c. 1100 when compared 
with the one immediately to the south, dated to the second half of 
the twelfth century. The earlier structure featured a simple terracotta 
strapwork section bordering a panel of double-stack brickwork with 
the same Samarkand variant of the standard Qarakhanid rising-joint 
plug as was used on both the madrasa and the minaret shaft located 
immediately to the north.45 In contrast, the later structure had far 
more ornate decoration, in both terracotta and carved plaster, includ-
ing an eight-pointed star strapwork border framing the  pishtaq, of 
the type seen around the top of the shaft of the Kalan minaret in 
Bukhara, and carved terracotta spandrel panels (Figures 8.7 and 8.8).46 
One of the panels features a combination of outset fret, a tri-lobed 
arch and an unusual geometric border based on a gammadion cross, 
but with additional elements which give it an almost pseudo-Kufic 

Figure 8.4 Qarakhanid madrasa, Shah-i Zinda: cavetto terracotta 
inscription panels from the eastern façade (after Nemtseva and Shvab, 
1979, p. 47, fig. 43).

Figure 8.5 Qarakhanid madrasa, Shah-i Zinda: reconstruction drawing of the façade 
(after Nemtseva and Shvab, 1979, p. 42, fig. 36).
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Figure 8.6 Plan of the Shah-i Zinda area of Afrasiyab in the eleventh–thirteenth 
centuries (left), and the excavated southeast section of the Qarakhanid madrasa 
(right).44

Figure 8.7 The c. 1150–1200 Qarakhanid tomb at Shah-i Zinda: fragments 
and reconstruction drawing of the portal decoration (after Nemtseva and 
Shvab, 1979, pp. 50, fig. 52, and 52, fig. 59).
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appearance. This panel in particular sets the tone for much of the 
glazed Timurid decoration on a number of the later tombs built in 
the Shah-i Zinda. The unusual form of the arch is almost identical 
to the series of far larger tri-lobed arches in brick atop the ribs on the 

Figure 8.8 The c. 1150–1200 Qarakhanid tomb at Shah-i Zinda: spandrel 
fragment (Afrasiyab Museum).
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exterior of the Radkan tomb tower in northeastern Iran of 1205–6,47 
and fits into a far wider architectural style that was developing across 
central Asia and Iran in the latter half of the twelfth century.

The Persian term bimaristan occurs in the rare surviving waqf 
document of the lost Qarakhanid hospital in Samarkand which is 
dated 1065–6.48 The text also uses a more specific Arabic definition 
of the hospital, founded by Ibrahim ibn Nasr following his accession 
as independent ruler in 1046–7 and a change in name to Tamgach 
Boghra Khan, namely, dar li-’l-marda (a house to serve the sick).49 
This intermingling of Arabic and Persian can be seen not just in 
documents, but also in the context of architectural inscriptions, with 
examples in the royal pavilion in Afrasiyab citadel, on the pishtaq 
of the Jalal al-Din Husayn tomb in Uzgend and inside the Shah Fazl 
tomb in Safid Buland. The waqf document clearly states that the 
foundation had to combine both curing and caring, and gives details 
as to the staff to be paid for from the endowment income. It provides 
for one physician, one expert on bloodletting, as well as cooks and 
a servant (khadim).50 The nature of the text of the waqfiyya can be 
seen as evidence for the profound Islamisation of the ruling class in 
Qarakhanid society by the middle of the eleventh century.51

In addition to the hospital, madrasa, tombs and the minaret of 
the shrine of Qutham ibn ‘Abbas, there is also recent archaeological 
evidence from Afrasiyab citadel for the existence of several elite 
residential structures. Only one of the seven Qarakhanid-era pavil-
ions located in the southeast corner of the citadel, excavated by 
the French–Uzbek archaeological mission between 2000 and 2002, 
featured figural wall paintings on the interior.52 This was the largest, 
and had four porticos opening onto a 6 m2 courtyard paved with high-
quality square bricks. There was also an iwan niche, presumably for 
the ruler, set into the eastern wall. On the basis of the ceramics and 
numismatics found in the course of excavating the site, the pavilion 
has been dated to no earlier than the second half of the twelfth 
century, and probably nearer the end of the century.53 The overall 
size of the pavilion was 12 m2, with each of the galleries of the four 
porticos being 3 m wide. The roof was carried by columns in the four 
corners of the courtyard, and the walls of the building upon which 
the paintings were applied were very thin, at only 30 cm thick. 
These were clearly ephemeral buildings, erected quickly and not 
necessarily intended to outlast their patron to any great degree. The 
foundations of the building consisted of fired bricks, with the walls 
themselves being built of mud bricks set into a timber frame. There 
were baths to the west of the pavilion as well as ancillary rooms 
paved with cobblestones which included a kitchen.54 The building 
was accessed via a portal 20 m to the west, with a long narrow cor-
ridor connecting it to a vestibule attached to the pavilion.55 Such 
a configuration made the central area very easily defended. This 
rare example of a private living space is the only secure evidence 
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for the nature of elite residential architecture of the Qarakhanid 
rulers. As such it must stand in, pars pro toto, for the corpus of lost 
palatial architecture built by the myriad members of the dynasty in 
the major cities across the region. There are several textual refer-
ences to palaces having been built by Qarakhanid rulers in Bukhara, 
discussed above, but as of yet there is no archaeological evidence to 
allow for an understanding of the form and decoration of these lost 
buildings. In contrast, in Samarkand there is archaeological material, 
but limited textual evidence.

There is only one account of palace construction activity in 
Samarkand, by Ibrahim ibn al-Husayn (r. 1178–9 and 1202–3), the 
penultimate Qarakhanid ruler of the city. The anecdote, written 
by ‘Awfi, praises the grandeur of the structure, although nothing 
survives of the building and no other sources mention it.56 What 
the passage does demonstrate is that in the latter part of the twelfth 
century the Qarakhanid rulers were simultaneously building resi-
dences both within the safety of the citadel and outside the madina, 
in this case at Khukmitan in the suburbs of the city, but still within 
the rabad.

Ak Beshim

While some light has been cast upon the elite residences by the 
excavations in Afrasiyab citadel, the nature of the far more numer-
ous and prosaic residences of the general population is far less well 
known. Ak Beshim, formerly Suyab, was the main political centre 
of the Qarluq and Qarakhanid dynasties prior to the foundation 
of Balasaghun.57 It is located 45 km east of Bishkek in the Chuy 
Valley of northern Kyrgyzstan, and was abandoned in the late tenth 
century.58 The city, which was a Buddhist centre, was founded in the 
fifth century, and in the seventh century it became the capital of the 
western Turkic khaganate.59 Ak Beshim had the standard citadel, 
shahristan and rabad, all protected by 11 km of earthen protective 
walls. In 2012 and 2013, a portion of the Qarakhanid main street in 
the shahristan was excavated, with a top layer dated to the late tenth 
century,60 suggesting that the city was effectively abandoned by that 
date. However, Fedorov makes a convincing case that the city can 
be identified as Il Ordu, where a limited number of dirhams were 
minted with dates extending into the early eleventh century.61

Several houses were revealed during the course of the excavation, 
providing some information on the living conditions of ordinary 
people, rather than the somewhat better known palaces of the elite. 
The houses consist of single-storey structures with two rooms, a 
main room and then a subsidiary, with many of the main rooms 
having benches along the walls. It was found that the houses were 
accessed not from the main street, but through the subsidiary room 
from a small side street.62
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The discovery in the late tenth-century layer of one of the houses 
of a pottery sherd inscribed with bismillah prior to firing suggests 
that it was not just the elite who had converted to Islam in this 
period, but even makers of utilitarian unglazed pottery.63 However, 
soon after the Islamisation of the region the city was abandoned, 
most likely due to the founding nearby of Balasaghun, which had the 
space for the construction of numerous new Islamic monuments,64 
such as the eleventh-century minaret.65

The vast scale of the development of urban centres under the 
Qarakhanids, and concomitant losses to the corpus, is hard to 
fathom, with evidence of there having been over twenty medieval 
fortified towns in the Chuy Valley alone.

Balasaghun

Following the foundation of Balasaghun a number of tombs, as well 
as the still partially intact minaret and residential buildings, are 
known to have been built.66 It is not clear what level of destruction 
occurred with the arrival of the Mongols, but there was a devastating 
earthquake in 1475 which destroyed the city,67 and almost certainly 
caused some, although not necessarily all, of the damage to the 
minaret. Three tombs have been excavated, as well as a residential 
structure featuring a series of rooms on either side of a courtyard. 
One tomb, close to the minaret, has an octagonal plan, and a recon-
struction drawing by Goryacheva presumes a tall structure with 
recessed pointed arches in the walls and a pointed eight-sided roof.68 
The other two tombs, located to the east of the minaret, are almost 
identical and feature a round plan, presumably covered with a dome, 
and a projecting pishtaq portal on the front, with engaged columns 
on the outside edges (Figure 8.9). Only the lower metre survives 
of a tomb with a plan otherwise unknown in the corpus. Both the 
octagonal and circular plan tombs feature an unusual variant of the 
double-stack bond, with each double-stack separated by two short 
vertically set bricks. All the tombs are presumed to date from the 
eleventh or twelfth centuries, and although several fragments of 
stucco and terracotta decoration have been found in the vicinity, 
there are no surviving inscriptions and thus no exact dates or details 
of patrons.69

In the region around Balasaghun there were numerous other cities 
which are known to have expanded under Qarakhanid rule, one 
of which, Novopokrovka, was excavated by Kozhemyako between 
1952 and 1955.70 More recent excavations of the site, northeast 
of Bishkek, by archeoseismologists have shown that the type of 
damage to the eleventh-century Qarakhanid buildings, including 
to the corners and lateral shifts in the walls, are evidence of severe 
seismic activity at the end of the twelfth century.71 Such levels of 
destruction are likely to have led to the abandonment of this, and 
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possibly several other, urban centres. This evidence can provide an 
alternative narrative to the assumption that most of the destruction 
in the region was entirely due to the depredations of the Mongols 
in the early to mid-thirteenth century, as the types of structural 
deformation can only be the result of earthquakes, not human 
interventions.

A little to the south of Balasaghun is a recently excavated 
Qarakhanid tomb, in the Kochkor region of Kyrgyzstan. It has been 
called the Kyok-Tash or Kök-Tash mausoleum, and can be added to 
the corpus of known structures. It is a brick-built underground two-
chamber tomb that has a main tomb chamber measuring 4.9 m2, and 
an antechamber measuring 2.4 m × 3.9 m.72

Figure 8.9 Anonymous tomb plan, Balasaghun.
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High-altitude towns and pastoralists

Owing in part to the nomadic origins of the Qarakhanids, combined 
with their occupation of numerous cities and their key position in 
the trade between China and the rest of the Islamic world,73 there 
were several cities founded in the mountain ranges of the region. 
These high altitude towns were thriving high above the lowland agri-
cultural zones during the early decades of the period of Qarakhanid 
Islamisation and geographic expansion. In 2011, archaeological 
remains of the town of Tashbulak in the Malguzar Mountains of 
eastern Uzbekistan were excavated. It was founded in the late tenth 
century,74 and flourished under the Qarakhanids in the early elev-
enth century.75 The presence of Muslim burials suggests that the city 
was founded after the Qarakhanid conversion to Islam. The residents 
of the city were involved in sheep and cattle herding, and it has been 
argued that the city is but one example of a previously unknown 
example of a highland urban centre built by nomads, one that served 
to integrate the nomadic populations into the economic and political 
structures of the empire.76

Preliminary fieldwork in 2015 also resulted in the identification 
of another large walled high-altitude Qarakhanid city just 3 km from 
Tashbulak, at Tugunbulak, with surface finds of ceramics similar to 
those found at Tashbulak, along with the remains of large fortifica-
tion towers. The existence of towns such as Tashbulak suggest that 
the political and the productive underpinnings of the Qarakhanids 
were rooted in both the lowland urban administrative centres and 
the highland pastoralist communities.77 There was clearly a major 
expansion in urbanism across the region, which appears to have 
corresponded very closely with the Islamisation of these lands and 
the expansion of the territory under Qarakhanid control in the late 
tenth and early eleventh centuries. This process extended far beyond 
the major Samanid urban centres and was part of a process of semi-
sedentarisation on the part of the numerous nomadic people in the 
region.

Termez

Alongside the somewhat better documented funerary and religious 
architecture, there were extensive residential neighbourhoods and 
palace complexes constructed during the period of Qarakhanid rule. 
In addition, large numbers of military and defensive structures were 
both erected and repaired, especially on the frontiers of their territory.

Many of the citadels and shahristan walls were pre-existing, with 
the clear exception of newly founded cities such as at Balasaghun, 
with the Qarakhanid-era contributions forming part of a continuum 
of development, expansion and repair, often with little or none of the 
decoration that is the primary focus of this book. Many of the sites 
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remain unstudied or have been completely lost in the course of the 
massive urban expansion that took place throughout the twentieth 
century, but the walls of the citadel at Termez, on the northern bank 
of the Amu Darya, have been studied since 1994 by a joint Uzbek–
French archaeological mission.78

In order to gain a clearer understanding of the phases of building of 
the citadel walls, many sections of which were added to and repaired 
by the Qarakhanids, Ghaznavids, Seljuqs and Mongols during their 
various periods of occupation, thermoluminescence testing was 
employed. This testing of both bricks and mortar from various parts 
of the citadel walls has revealed that there was extensive construc-
tion activity throughout the twelfth century.79

Hakim al-Tirmidhi tomb, Termez

Another monument in Termez that includes Qarakhanid elements 
is the funerary complex of the Sufi shaykh Hakim al-Tirmidhi. 
Different parts were built and extended over the course of many 
hundreds of years, and it is extremely difficult to establish a precise 
date for any one section. However, the stucco inscription on the 
interior of one of the small domed rooms attached to the mosque 
includes the name of a Qarakhanid ruler.80 A reading by Masson gave 
the patron as ‘Abu’l-Muzaffar Ahmad Tigha-tikin (r. 1082–9), which 
has subsequently been accepted by both Blair and Leisten.81 This 
led to the presumption that the inscription, running along the wall 
forming a dado, as well as around the face of the entrance arch in the 
middle of one wall, was one of the earliest foundation inscriptions 
in the flowing cursive naskhi script.82 However, Fedorov notes that 
the name clearly reads as ‘Toghantegin’, for Abu’l Muzaffar Toghan 
Tegin, who ruled in 1166.83 This would mean that the date of the 
stucco decoration in the tomb must be around that time as well. 
While somewhat crude, the text includes several stacked letters, 
and the lower portion of the tah and zah letter forms are set at a 
45-degree angle. The most likely reading of the text is:84

 …]مالك المغرب و ا[ لمشرق ابو المظفر احمد طغانتكين...
...الملك هلل الملك هلل الملك هلل الملك هلل الملك هلل الملك هلل الملك هلل...

[king of the west and] the east, Abu’l Muzaffar Ahmad Toghan 
Tegin … Dominion belongs to God, Dominion belongs to God, 
Dominion belongs to God, Dominion belongs to God, Dominion 
belongs to God, Dominion belongs to God, Dominion belongs to 
God …

Control of Termez switched between the Qarakhanids and first the 
Ghaznavids and later the Seljuqs, but the numismatic record appears 
to show that the Qarakhanids only managed to fully conquer the city 
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following the disastrous Ghuzz mutiny and the collapse of the Great 
Seljuq state, and retained it for nearly fifty years.85 Above the cursive 
inscription there is a Kufic band at the base of the dome that features 
the first six verses of Qur’an 36, Ya Sin. Above this is a roundel with 
geometric decoration and Allah written in the middle (Figure 8.10).86 
The inscription band at the base of the dome is quite unusual in the 
way that hastae extend from letters that do not feature true hastae, 
and make two 90-degree turns in order to retain the rhythm of the 
pattern in the upper section of the inscription.

The complex has recently been heavily restored and almost all the 
interior decoration painted in bright colours, but one small section 
remains unmolested. The part of the inscription around the mihrab 
adjacent to the elevated dome section holding the sarcophagus fea-
tures a similar construction style as can be seen in the inscriptions on 
both the shaft and base facets at the Jar Kurgan minaret. The letters, 
which form the first part of the bismillah,87 and the attendant orna-

Figure 8.10 Hakim al-Tirmidhi tomb, Termez: dome inscription and 
roundel detail before restoration (after Pugachenkova, 1983, fig. 258).
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mentation, are built up with small sections of terracotta which fit 
together to create the overall pattern. The mim features an elaborate 
fleur-de-lys, while the upper register is filled with an assortment of 
different pieces which form a single decorative element (Figure 8.11). 
The elongated letters and the distinctive nature of the tips suggests 
that the inscriptions at both the minaret and tomb are the work of a 
local craftsman and date from around the same time.

Sultan Sa’adat complex, Termez

Although extensively added to in the Timurid period and heavily 
restored recently, the domed chambers either side of the central iwan 
at the Sultan Saadat complex, on the northern outskirts of Termez,88 
can be dated to the Qarakhanid period.89 The larger of the two, on 
the right, features several rising-joint plugs (Figure 8.12), as well 
as decorative elements such as the lozenge set between two short 
bricks. These can also be seen in the somewhat similar Muhammad 
Ibn Zayd tomb in Merv.90

Although there are very few surviving examples of any of the 
structural typologies built under Qarakhanid rule, the largest lacuna 
is mosques. The portal of the Maghak-i ‘Attari is the only portion 
of a Qarakhanid mosque to survive,91 and it is to the textual and 
archaeological evidence that attention must turn. Alongside textual 
references to the construction of Friday mosques by Qarakhanid 
rulers, such as the one built in Bukhara for Arslan Khan in 1121,92 
several Qarakhanid Friday mosques have been excavated, including 
the one in Afrasiyab discussed above. Excavations in Kazakhstan 
have revealed details about mosques in other cities, including Ornek 
and Kuiryktobe.93 Less well known are the neighbourhood mosques, 
which must have been far more ubiquitous. Three exceptions to 
this general absence are known from archaeological excavations in 
the northeast of Termez.94 Although the city changed hands several 
times during the period of study, the decorative elements found in 
the vicinity of one mosque in particular clearly place the building 
within the koine of Qarakhanid architecture.

Decorative elements were found at only one of the three mosques. 
Located to the northeast of the citadel, the structure was quite 
small, measuring 6.1 m × 6.25 m.95 The mihrab had engaged stucco 
columns decorated with trilobed vegetal decoration, which appear to 
date from the first phase of construction in the eleventh century.96 In 
addition, a large fragment97 of an inscription band features a similar 
sort of background scrolling vine pattern and fat letters to that seen 
on the framing inscription band on the pishtaq of the Southern tomb 
at Uzgend. The presence of multiple well-executed inscriptions and 
decoration in what do not appear to be elite or royal monumen-
tal buildings suggests that the aesthetic of the primarily royal and 
elite standing buildings extended further into the wider corpus of 
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Figure 8.11 Hakim al-Tirmidhi tomb: beginning section of the inscription 
band around the mihrab.
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 structures than it might seem from a study of the extant structures 
alone.

Bathhouses

Having examined some of the textual and archaeological evidence 
from a number of the cities in the region, both major and minor, 
attention now turns to the type which was one of the most impor-
tant and popular buildings in medieval Islamic cities, namely, the 
bathhouse. Very few Qarakhanid-era examples are known, and those 
are all from either textual or archaeological sources. They tend to 
follow the standard format of a cold room and a hot room, with the 
latter having hypocaust underfloor heating. While they were gener-
ally fairly plain structures, one of the bathhouses in Taraz is known 
to have had ornamental wall paintings applied with water-resistant 
paints.98

The earliest archaeological evidence for the construction of bath-
houses in the region is from the Qarakhanid period,99 and several 
are known. One was excavated in Afrasiyab in 2002, just to the west 
of the elite pavilion which featured the extensive wall paintings.100 
The majority of the known sites are in Kazakhstan, with examples 
datable to the eleventh–twelfth centuries found in Taraz and Otrar.101

Two bathhouses have been found in Otrar, one of which is on the 
northwest side of the site, and another on the southern side, which 

Figure 8.12 Sultan Sa’adat tomb, Termez: interior.
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has been dated on the basis of Qarakhanid coins found during the 
course of excavating the site.102 Another bathhouse, excavated in 
the former citadel region of Taraz, now in the centre of town, can 
be dated to the twelfth century.103 The building, which measured 
between 9 m and 13 m in width and was 20 m long,104 featured 
geometric patterns painted in yellow, white and red, with black 
delineation, on the interior.105

Despite the social significance of baths in cities across the Islamic 
world, the excavated remains of structures erected during the period 
of Qarakhanid rule add little to the wider understanding of the devel-
opment of architectural style in the region. However, in terms of 
the wider urban fabric, they were clearly significant structures, with 
every town probably having multiple examples, both in the immedi-
ate vicinity of the citadel and beyond.

Qarakhanid tortkuls

The process of extensive urbanisation which began under the 
Samanids in the tenth century reached its peak under the Qarakhanids 
in Semirechie and the northern Tienshan in the eleventh and twelfth 
centuries. In addition to the monumental fired-brick structures with 
extensive ornamentation, and the smaller and less decorative urban 
residences and bathhouses built in existing cities, many hundreds of 
new settlements were founded across the region under Qarakhanid 
rule. In Syrdarya and northern Tienshan at least 1,500 new settle-
ments are known to have been founded in the eleventh and twelfth 
centuries, 558 of which have tortkuls built in the vicinity.106 A 
tortkul (meaning four lakes), was a fortified military structure, 
usually rectangular, with regular bastions and, on occasion, a second 
outer wall (Figure 8.11). Depending on several factors, such as size 
and location, these structures served a number of different functions, 
including walled towns, military posts and caravanserais.107

Tortkuls represent a significant percentage of the total number 
of settlements, but the number decreases from east to west and 
they are uncommon in the middle Syrdarya.108 They are a structural 
typology which has come to be associated with the westward expan-
sion of the Turks, and share characteristics seen in Chinese military 
structures.109 The peak of tortkul construction was in the eleventh 
century and the main driver for the increased urbanisation in the 
region appears to have been trade more than agriculture.110 However, 
the development of towns and irrigation systems coincided with the 
increasing scarcity of water across Central Asia in the eleventh and 
twelfth centuries. The greatest degree of water level regression in the 
Aral Sea in the west and Lake Balkhash in the east occurred between 
the eleventh and thirteenth centuries. This may be attributed to 
both natural and anthropogenic factors, as the climate was warming 
and drying at the same time as water use peaked.111
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While these structures are not decorative, they form a large portion 
of the known corpus of monuments built under Qarakhanid patron-
age and were an important element in the increased urbanisation, 
Islamisation and security of the region which occurred under their 
rule.

Notes

 1. Tor, 2009, p. 279. For an overview of the early Muslim conquest of 
Central Asia, see Soucek, 2000, pp. 56–69.
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evidence makes a more accurate date extremely difficult to determine. 
For a more detailed discussion, see Barthold, 1968, pp. 254–5.

 3. Tor, 2009, p. 289.
 4. Ibid., p. 294.
 5. Frye, 1997, p. 147.
 6. These are largely known from references in Narshakhi’s history of the 
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Barthold, 1968, pp. 108–13.

 7. For the most complete study of the monument, see Bulatov. 1976.
 8. Karev, 2013, p. 136.
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Conclusion

There is a surprisingly limited number of surviving monuments 
from a dynasty that controlled dozens of major cities and ruled over 
thousands of square miles for more than two centuries. However, 
the evidence seen throughout this book shows that there was a rich 
and diverse tradition of building across Ma Wara’l-Nahr in the period 
from the late tenth to the early thirteenth centuries. Within that 
diversity, several trends and specific motifs can be found, and it is 
possible to determine a clear, if irregular, process of development. 
There was a slow but steady shift from an aesthetic based on the use 
of cut brick and incised stucco ornament towards one which had a 
greater reliance on terracotta and glazed tiles. The craftsmen respon-
sible for building the monuments that have been examined in detail 
in the preceding chapters were well aware of the wider regional 
trends, and were capable of integrating some of these elements into 
their work, while still preserving and developing a unique and dis-
tinctive local style.

There remains a vast amount of literature and material resulting 
from over a century of both Russian and locally run archaeological 
excavations that has yet to be addressed by many western scholars 
and integrated into the available literature. This often hard to find, 
and in some cases unpublished archival material, coupled with the 
steady stream of data from new excavations, would be of great use in 
the process of developing an even deeper and more nuanced under-
standing of the scope and nature of urban and other architectural 
developments across Central Asia. The aim of this book has been 
to give as detailed an account as possible of the form and ornament 
found on the extant corpus of buildings. This has required occasional 
references to relevant archaeological material at times, in order to 
show that seemingly unique, or even entirely missing types of struc-
ture such as madrasas, were in fact part of a much broader process 
of architectural development. However, there is a great deal more 
material which there was not the scope to address here, but which 
would provide much more evidence as to the scale of development 
that occurred in the period of study. This book is built on, and draws 
heavily from, the huge body of Soviet-era scholarship on the Islamic 
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architecture of Central Asia, so much of which is excellent but 
unfortunately remains largely unknown and inaccessible to most 
western scholars.

The close similarities between monuments spread over vast areas 
of eastern Iran and all of Central Asia are evidence for the existence 
of a mobile and well-travelled workforce. However, the presence of 
such a unique building as the Shah Fazl tomb in a remote location at 
the northeastern end of the Farghana Valley demonstrates just how 
diverse the repertoires of different craftsmen were. This one monu-
ment alone demonstrates just how little is known about the true 
extent of the architectural innovation and development that took 
place in the region in the eleventh and twelfth centuries.

Of all the structural typologies of which examples survive, perhaps 
the most distinctively Qarakhanid one, and the closest to what 
might be considered homogeneous, is the minaret. The combination 
of outset fret brick decoration and a tapered shaft with a large lantern 
at the top was not adopted by craftsmen in the wider region. It is 
quintessentially Qarakhanid in a way that is unlike any other single 
typology within the extant corpus of buildings, unique decorative 
or epigraphic elements notwithstanding. In contrast, the incredible 
diversity in form, scale and decoration found in the surviving funer-
ary monuments demonstrates just how vibrant and innovative the 
local architectural tradition was, and hints at even greater diversity 
in the far larger corpus of lost monuments.

The diversity of architectural form and decoration employed 
during the period of study in the lands north of the Oxus runs the 
gamut from the plain austere exterior and lavishly ornate stucco 
interior of the Shah Fazl tomb in Safid Buland, to the almost mosaic-
like terracotta ornamentation of the ‘A’isha Bibi tomb near Taraz, 
and the three tombs with a rich array of decoration and epigraphic 
styles at Uzgend. The corpus, though limited, is unequalled in terms 
of diversity across the wider region. The disparate appearances of the 
monuments examined in this book speak to the innovation, dyna-
mism and zeal for experimentation on the part of both the craftsmen 
and patrons, even though they still drew on the existing forms and 
techniques indigenous to the region.

The widespread diffusion, as well as stylistic diversity, within the 
corpus of elite monuments supports the argument against the exist-
ence of a single cultural centre surrounded by increasingly peripheral 
and less culturally developed regions. The surviving and archeologi-
cally known monuments are located in disparate locations across a 
wide region. They are found in areas that had varying degrees of 
apparent wealth, power and population base, rather than just being 
clustered in the major cities, and this all indicates the existence of a 
complex and dynamic political structure. The fact that the dynasty 
was in a state of almost constant flux appears to have contributed 
to, rather than diminished, the urban development of different areas. 
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This decentralised and unstable political structure does not seem 
to have affected the emergence of a regional aesthetic. It was one 
that saw the adoption of some motifs used widely across the eastern 
Islamic world, while others, such as some individual letter forms, or 
the wide central rib in a squinch and the vase-shaped capital, were 
used almost exclusively within the Qarakhanid milieu, and did not 
spread beyond into the lands south of the Oxus.

Even from the limited number of surviving buildings, the impor-
tance of the work of the craftsmen who continued to use, as well 
as refine, the forms and techniques developed under the Samanids 
and earlier is clear to see. Many of the key decorative elements 
which were subsequently employed on monuments built under the 
Timurids in the late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries, though 
on a larger scale and with far greater use of glazed tiles, find their 
genesis and development in the monuments built under Qarakhanid 
patronage. Many of the tombs in the Shah-i Zinda in Samarkand 
follow not only the form of Qarakhanid tombs of the type seen 
in Uzgend, as well as the earlier ones in the Shah-i Zinda which 
are only known through archaeological excavations, but they also 
feature very similar motifs on the portals. These include the use of 
vase-shaped capitals, but, unlike the slightly earlier mausoleum of 
Muhammad Bosharo, the decorative elements are almost entirely 
glazed.1

The buildings erected under Qarakhanid patronage can be seen to 
have cast a long shadow over later architectural developments in the 
region. This is especially true for the far more numerous and better 
known monuments built by Timurid patrons. If this book can help to 
raise awareness and understanding of Qarakhanid architecture and 
give it its rightful place in the context of the Islamic architecture of 
the wider region, amidst the somewhat better known Seljuq, Ghurid 
and Ghaznavid monuments, then all the research, writing and travel 
that has proven necessary in order to complete this work was not in 
vain.

Note

1. For a good overview of the tombs at the Shah-i Zinda with large colour 
plates, see Soustiel and Porter, 2003, pp. 79–139. For an earlier and more 
detailed study of the complex, see Nemtseva and Shvab, 1979.
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gazetteer

Qarakhanid monuments

Although a number of the buildings addressed in this book are now 
lost, the majority do survive. Some are relatively easy to find, once in 
the relevant city, but others have proven to be far more challenging 
to access. For that reason this gazetteer is included in order to assist 
readers who might be inspired to visit the buildings themselves. In 
some cases a private car and a (patient) driver will be required, but 
with this guide and suitable political and weather conditions, it 
should be possible to get to all of them.

Because of the difficulty in crossing some of the national borders 
in the region, the corpus is divided first alphabetically by country, 
then by city within each country, rather than by typology or chronol-
ogy, in order to make the gazetteer as functional as possible.

kazakhstan

Taraz

‘A’isha Bibi tomb
Babaji Hatun tomb
Alternative names: Айша Бибі Кесенесі
Location: 42.8333801 N, 71.209781 E
It is possible to travel to Taraz by train, road or air. Travel 18 km 
west from the centre of Taraz on the A2 and the site is signposted at 
the left turn. The two tombs sit next to each other in a landscaped 
area 250 m to the south of the main road.

Turkistan

Ahmad Yasawi tomb
Alternative names: Кожа Ахмет Яссауи Кесенесі
Location: 43.297648 N, 68.271087 E
The nearest major city is Shymkent, located 155 km to the south-
east. Take the E38 and it runs straight into town. It is also possible 
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to travel to Turkistan by train. The tomb, which is visible from 
several miles away, is located 500 m southwest of the central bus 
station. The Qarakhanid brickwork is visible on the left side of the 
northwest portal, behind the main tomb dome.

kyrgyzstan

Balasaghun

Minaret
Tombs
Alternative names: Burana, Бурана
Location: 42.746327 N, 75.250544 E
The site is 71 km from the centre of Bishkek. Take the A365 east for 
60 km to Tokmok then turn south towards Burana. Drive 9.5 km and 
then turn right towards the site, which is a further 4.3 km away. The 
ruins of a pair of tombs are next to each other, with the minaret 50 m 
to the west. There is a small museum on the site as well.

Safid Buland

Shah Fazl tomb
Alternative names: Shah Fadl, Shakh Fazil, Шах-фазиль
Location: 41.428597 N, 71.659062 E
This is by far the most challenging site to access. The nearest town 
is Kerben, but it has no hotels or taxis. It is necessary to travel from 
Jalal-Abad, leaving very early in the morning. Drive through Kerben, 
head 25 km along an at times rough road to the village of Ala Buka. 
From the eastern edge of Ala Buka drive 4.6 km southeast, and then 
turn east towards Bayastan. Drive a further 10.5 km, then turn north, 
just before the Uzbek border, and drive a further 4.5 km to the centre 
of Safid Buland. The tomb is a further 800 m to the east, on a hill at 
the edge of the village.

Uzgend

Minaret
Nasr ibn ‘Ali tomb
Jalal al-Din Husayn tomb
Southern tomb
Alternative names: Uzgen, Өзгөн, Узген
Location: 40.768028 N, 73.298998 E
It is possible to reach Uzgend from Osh, which has an airport. Drive 
65 km northeast on the A370 from the centre of Osh. The minaret 
and the three tombs are set in a park on the right, just off the main 
road, 500 m past the Uzgen bazaar. The minaret is closest, with the 
tombs 130 m to the southeast.
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Uzbekistan

Bukhara

Chashma-i Ayyub mazar, Khayrabatcha
Alternate names: Хайрабатча
Location: 39.970283 N, 64.636439 E
Drive 10 km north from the centre of Bukhara, taking the M37, 
then turn right and drive 4 km to Khargush. Go through the town 
and follow the road northeast for a further 10 km. Drive almost all 
the way through the village, and stop at the point where the road 
turns to the right. Take the path north towards the new mosque. 
The remaining section of the mazar is in the wasteland behind the 
mosque.

Kalan minaret
Alternate names: Kalon, Poi Kalyan
Location: 39.775739, 64.414967
The minaret is located to the east of the Kalan mosque, and is a 
600-m walk from the entrance of the Ark.

Maghak-i ‘Attari mosque
Alternate names: Magoki Attori mosque, Mечетъ Mагоки Aттари
Location: 39.773152 N, 64.418368 E
The mosque is 300 m southeast of the Kalan minaret, just north of 
the Toqi Sarrafon bazaar. The twelfth-century portal is attached to 
the south wall of a sixteenth-century mosque. The building is now 
in use as a carpet museum and is open during the day.

Namazgah
Alternate names: Namazgoh
Location: 39.761706 N, 64.411868 E
The Namazgah is close to the road, in a small park 1.6 km south 
of the Kalan minaret. It is at the junction of Namazgokh Street and 
Mukhammad Iqbol Street, just south of the small sports stadium, 
outside the old city of Bukhara.

Kermine

Mir Sayyid Bahram tomb
Alternative names: Mir Sayid Bakhrom mausoleum
Location: 40.142793 N, 65.361135 E
Drive 18 km east from Ribat-i Malik, after passing the Navoi bus 
station continue for 400 m, taking the second road on the right after 
the bus station. Continue along the road for 400 m, then turn left and 
the tomb is on the left, set 20 m back from the road.
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Navoi

Ribat-i Malik
Alternative names: Rabat-e Malik carasvanserai
Location: 40.122660 N, 65.148305 E
The portal and foundations of the complex are set back 50 m on the 
north side of the M37, 93 km northeast of Bukhara. The site is just 
before Navoi airport when coming from Bukhara.

Samarkand

Minaret, Shah-i Zinda
Alternate name: Shrine of Qutham ibn ‘Abbas, Shah-i Zinda
Location: 39.663271 N, 66.988110 E
The minaret is encased within the fabric of the later structures 
built around the Qutham ibn ‘Abbas shrine and is at the far end 
of the Shah-i Zinda. Heading north along the main street, the 
replaced cap of the minaret is visible. Pass the site of the madrasa of 
Tamgach Bughra Khan on the left, now partly covered by the tomb 
of Amir Burunduq, and at the mosque of Tuman Aqa turn right 
and enter the passageway to the mosque of Quthm ibn ‘Abbas. The 
visible remains of the minaret are on the right, immediately after the 
entrance.

Termez

Hakim al-Tirmidhi tomb complex
Alternate name: Al Khakim At Termizi mausoleum
Location: 37.265900 N, 67.189231 E
The complex is 11 km from the centre of Termez. Drive 3 km west 
from the central bus station towards the M39, then turn right and 
drive west for 6.3 km, where there is a left turn towards the river. 
The site is 2 km along that road.

Jar Kurgan minaret, Minor
Alternate name: Dzharkurganski
Location: 37.476583 N, 67.396305 E
The minaret is in a small village 25 km north of Termez. Head 
east from Termez airport, and follow the road north towards 
Kumkurgon. The road is very pot-holed and without tarmac for the 
last 5 km. After 24.5 km turn left at the T-junction by the railway 
halt into Minor village. Drive southwest for 500 m and the minaret 
is straight ahead.
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Sultan Sa’adat tomb complex
Alternate Name: Sultan Saodat Mausoleum
Location: 37.262940 N, 67.309026 E
The complex is 3 km southeast of Termez airport. Leaving the airport, 
turn right and drive 1.8 km. Make a left turn, drive for another 700 m 
before turning left and drive along the road running through a field 
for 300 m. Take the right fork in the road and after 200 m the rear of 
the building will be in front of you.

Vabkent

Minaret
Alternative names: Minorai Kalon, Vobkent
Location: 40.019818 N, 64.517705 E
The city is 35 km north of Bukhara on the M37. Take the first 
turning for Vabkent and follow the straight road for 800 m and the 
minaret is just to the right in a paved piazza.
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